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Presentation
This book is the outcome of a project
launched by ASSET, the School for Advanced
Studies on Society, Economy and Theology based
at the Studium Generale Marcianum in Venice.
Entitled ‘Beyond the Crisis: Political and Econom-
ic Reason in European Politics’, this project
analyses the complex links between rationality,
politics and economics in Europe following the
crisis of 2008-9. One of the key objectives is to
explore how to develop and foster reasonable
practices in Europe’s economy and political sys-
tem – with a special focus on debates and poli-
cy-making in the European Parliament.
Why reason? The current crisis is a crisis of
‘economic reason’. There was too much reliance
on supposedly ‘rational expectations’ or ‘efficient
markets’ and too little consideration for the in-
trinsic value of reason as a whole – not just the
sort of instrumental rationality that dominated
politics and the economy for much of the twen-
tieth century. That is why Cardinal Angelo Scola
has rightly remarked that “[t]he 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis came after a long period of “slum-
bering reason”: agents, pressed by the aim of
5
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1 Cardinal Angelo SCOLA, Buone ragioni per la vita in comune. Re-
ligione, politica, economia (Milano: Mondadori, 2010), p. 57.
reaching extraordinary results in the short term,
neglected to consider the proper dimensions of
finance”.1 Seen in this light, the aftermath of the
crisis raises fundamental questions about what
reason is and what can be said to be reasonable.
As Pope Benedict XVI – in the address he in-
tended to give during a visit to La Sapienza Uni-
versity in Rome on 17 January 2008 – reminds
us, reason is inextricably intertwined with the de-
sire for knowledge and the search for truth: “Man
desires to know – he wants truth”. This statement
has important implications for economic and po-
litical decisions, which should surely be taken in
a reasonable manner. According to Benedict,
such a “reasonable manner” in society involves a
“process of argumentation sensitive to the truth”.
As such, the ‘dictatorship of relativism’ that the
Pope has rightly condemned is in fact a denial of
reasonableness. Reason in politics, the economy
and society requires notions of truth.
Questions like “What is reasonable?” or “How
is reason shown to be true?” are not matters for
philosophical speculation alone but ultimately
concern the entire citizenry. Now that all the ide-
6
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ologies of instrumental reason have so manifestly
failed, politicians and economic agents can no
longer evade other fundamental queries, includ-
ing “what makes a policy reasonable?”, “what is
a proper understanding of political and econom-
ic reason?” or “when is a political action truly
just?”.
Such and similar questions concern politics
and society at all levels – local, regional, national,
European and global. Growing economic inter-
dependence around the world has mostly disem-
bedded states and markets from the social bonds
and civic virtues of civil society, but it also offers
new opportunities for reciprocity, mutuality and
solidarity among communities and nations. Post-
1945 European integration and enlargement are
grounded in a sense that the intermediary insti-
tutions of civil society within and across countries
are more primary than either national states or
transnational markets.
However, the EU – in its current configuration
– has abandoned this vision in favour of political
elites, market cooperation and bureaucratic reg-
ulation. As such, it has contributed to the cen-
tralisation of power and the concentration of
wealth that is undermining democracies and
market economies across Europe. In this process,
abstract economic values linked to instrumental
7
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2 L. BRUNI and S. ZAMAGNI, Economia civile. Efficienza, equità,
felicità pubblica (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2004), trans. Civil Econ-
omy: Efficiency, Equity, Public Happiness (Bern: Peter Lang,
2007).
3 BENEDICT XVI, Caritas in veritate – Charity in Truth (Dublin:
Veritas Publications, 2009).
reason and procedural fairness have supplanted
civic virtues related to notions of reasonableness
and substantive justice.
To promote an ethos of responsible and vir-
tuous action, what is required is the full breadth
of political and economic reason. Christian social
teaching offers conceptual and practical re-
sources that are indispensable to the search for
broader notions of rationality. Among these re-
sources are non-instrumental conceptions of jus-
tice and the common good in the social doctrine
of the Catholic Church and cognate traditions in
Anglicanism and Eastern Orthodoxy.
Closely connected to this is the idea of ‘civil
economy’.2 As Pope Benedict XVI has suggested
in his encyclical Caritas in veritate, ‘civil economy’
embeds state-guaranteed rights and market con-
tracts in the social bonds and civic virtues that
bind together the intermediary institutions of civil
society.3 In this manner, it links the ‘logic of con-
tract’ to the ‘logic of gratuitous gift exchange’.
8
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The logic of gift exchange translates into concrete
practices of reciprocal trust and mutual assis-
tance that underpin virtues such as solidarity and
the pursuit of the public good in which all can
share. As such, ‘civil economy’ reconnects activi-
ties that are primarily for state-administrative or
economic-commercial purposes to practices that
pursue social purposes.
So how can the EU help promote reasonable-
ness in politics and economics? This challenge is
at the heart of ASSET’s project on political and
economic reason. As one of the key institutions
of the EU, the European Parliament is uniquely
positioned to shed light on the ways in which
ideas translate into policy-making and how rea-
sonable practices can be fostered.
Unlike other work on the crisis, this publica-
tion seeks to offer an overarching account of the
nature of the ongoing economic turmoil, its po-
litical implications and concrete alternatives to
hitherto dominant ideologies. Specifically, the
various contributions explore in different ways
how the idea of reasonable practices shape the
debates and policy-making of the European Par-
liament.
The book has three particular angles. First of
all, it raises fundamental questions about the cri-
sis by drawing on Christian social teaching – in
9
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4 Cardinal Angelo SCOLA, Buone ragioni per la vita in comune,
op. cit., p. 58.
particular the writings of Pope Benedict XVI and
Cardinal Scola. For example, various contributors
link the financial and economic causes that trig-
gered the ‘credit crunch’ to the wider “anthropo-
logical and cultural origins”4 of the current cri-
sis.
Second, the book focuses on broader forms
of reason than the instrumental rationality that
has been dominant in both politics and econom-
ics. Narrow notions of reason seem to be con-
nected with the short-term maximisation of pri-
vate profit which, in turn, undermines long-term
growth and sustained prosperity for society as a
whole. The emphasis of this project is therefore
on reasonable practices that blend individual in-
terest with a clear commitment to the common
good.
Third, the publication seeks to link high-level
ideas and academic research to political debates
and concrete policy alternatives. Interviews with
Members of the European Parliament from dif-
ferent political groups eschew conventional ques-
tions in favour of reflections on alternative poli-
cies that are grounded in reasonable practices.
10
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These interviews provide fascinating insights into
the discussions at the heart of the wider EU po-
litical system and they also offer ideas for future
policy initiatives.
The book is the fruit of cooperation and
friendship. We are deeply grateful to Cardinal
Scola for his generous encouragement and for
the gift of his work that has inspired this project.
We would like to thank Sylvie Goulard MEP,
Mario Mauro MEP, Jan Olbrycht MEP, Jaime
Mayor Oreja MEP and Hans-Gert Pöttering MEP
for their time, their critical engagement with the
questions and their thoughtful reflections. We al-
so greatly appreciate the advice of Fr Frank Turn-
er and his colleagues at OCIPE in Brussels. Final-
ly, our thanks to Professor Simona Beretta, mem-
ber of ASSET’s international Scientific Council,
and Michela Sterpini, the Scientific Secretary of
the Studium Generale Marcianum, for their help




London and Venice, 30 June 2011
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CHAPTER 1
Card. Angelo Scola
The Whole Breadth of Reason:
facing the challenge
of European political identity
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Angelo Scola was born in Malgrate (Lecco) in 1941; he was ordained a priest in 1970.
Doctor of Philosophy (Catholic University, Milan) and in Theology (Fribourg, Switzerland).
Since 1982 he has taught Theological Anthropology at the Pontifical Institute John Paul II
for Studies on marriage and the family of the Pontifical Lateran University.
From 1986 to 1991 he was a consultant of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 
From 1991 to 1996 he was a consultant of the Pontifical Council for Health Workers.
From 1996 to 2011 he has been a Member of the same Pontifical Council; since 1994 he
has been a Member of the Congregation for the Clergy. Since June 1995 he has been a
Member of the Episcopal Commission for Catholic Education, Culture, School and Uni-
versity of the Italian Episcopal Conference. Since 1996 he was nominated consultant of
the Pontifical Council for the Family.
He was nominated Bishop of Grosseto on 20th July, 1991, and ordained on 21st September
the same year. He exercised his ministry at Grosseto until 14th September 1995.
On 24th July 1995, the Holy Father nominated him Magnificent Rector of the Pontifical
Council of the Lateran University in Rome, and on the 29th September of the same year,
Dean of the Pontifical Institute John Paul II for Studies on marriage and the family. 
Since January 1996 is President of the Committee for Institutes of Religious Studies. In
this capacity he is interested in issues concerning the theological training of the laity in
Italy. His second period in Rome enabled him to concentrate on more academic writings.
In particular he published two volumes on Theological Anthropology – Questions of Theological
Anthropology, 2nd edition, enlarged, and The Human Person. Manual of Theological Anthropology
– and the monograph, in two volumes, dedicated to human sexuality and to questions
linked to marriage and the family: The Nuptial Mystery, vol. 1 Man-Woman; Vol.2 Marriage-
Family. Apart from these books, translated into several languages, Msgr Scola’s bibliogra-
phy amounts to about 120 contributions in collected works and international theological
and philosophical periodicals. 
On 5th January 2002, the Holy Father nominated him Patriarch of Venice. He officially en-
tered the diocese on 3rd March 2002.
On 9th April 2002, he was elected President of the Bishops’ Conference of the Three Veneto
Regions (Veneto, Friuli, Trentino). On 28th September 2003 he was designated by the Holy
Father Cardinal of the Holy Roman Church and confirmed during the public Concistory
of 21st October 2003.
After being nominated Cardinal, on 10th November 2003 he was re-confirmed a Member
of the Steering Committee of the Pontifical Council for the Family and Member of the
Congregation for the Clergy.
On 14th October 2004 he was nominated of the Steering Committee of the Pontifical
Council for the Laity. 
On 9th January 2005, he was made a Member of the Congregation for Divine Office and
the Discipline of the Sacraments. On 6th March 2005 he was nominated Member of the
Prefecture of Economic Affairs of the Holy See, while on 18th March 2005 the Holy Father
nominated him General Speaker for the XI ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops in October 2005 on the theme: The Eucharist: source and culmination of life and
the mission of the Church. In January 2009 he was made a Member of the Pontifical Coun-
cil of Culture. In January 2011 he was made a Member of the Pontifical Council for Pro-
moting New Evangelization.
On 9th December 2010 he was granted a doctorate honoris causa by the John Paul II Catholic
University of Lublin.
On 28th June 2011, the Holy Father nominated him Archbishop of Milan. 
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1. European identity and the crisis
The central topic of this work consists in rais-
ing fundamental questions that need to be an-
swered positively in the face of  the contemporary
European political and economic crisis, drawing
on Christian social teaching. Avoiding abstrac-
tion and rhetoric, we need to begin with a recog-
nition of the sudden and often violent transfor-
mations that have manifested in the first decade
of the twenty-first century that we have just been
traversing: the process (I emphasise process and
not prescriptive programme) of hybridisation of
civilisations, the problems of terrorism, the energy
and climate crises. These transformations are ac-
companying and accelerating the inner crisis
linked to the urgent questions more closely con-
nected with the present political and institutional
structures of the European Union: the financial
crisis with its worrying repercussions on the single
European currency, the necessary adjustment of
equilibria among European institutions, the
growing Euro-scepticism that has recently devel-
oped in many countries of the area, the uncer-
tainty into which the whole unification process
seems to be falling. Last but not least, Europe is
struggling to keep watch “outside its house”, in
particular on the so-called MENA area (Middle
15
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 15
1 P. JENKINS, God’s Continent: Christianity, Islam and Europe’s Re-
ligious Crisis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
2 Cf. Ifop for la Croix, Les Français, la laïcité et le rôle des religions,
March 2008.
East and Nord Africa) which in 2030 will have
600 million inhabitants.
The change in the European religious panora-
ma is another component to be considered in the
analysis of the contemporary European situation.
As Jenkins1 has observed, who could have pre-
dicted the marked decline in Christian practice
in Europe?2 Who would have imagined such a
significant Islamic presence in Rome and Madrid,
let alone Paris and London?
Alongside the technical questions linked to the
economic and institutional mechanisms for the
functioning of the European Union there are in-
deed some broader cultural questions, such as
the already mentioned process of hybridisation of
civilisations and the general climate, characterized
by the rapid fading of the conviction that for cen-
turies has sustained western civilisation: a con-
viction ultimately founded in the vision of man
as person, integral subject of rights and duties
that are harmoniously embodied in a system of
laws.
16
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Of course European identity has always pre-
sented paradoxical traits. On the one hand, the
history of our continent has demonstrated a
shared sense of belonging; on the other, it is
equally evident that for many centuries the shared
patrimony has always manifested in such a plu-
rality of forms, cultures, and languages as to
make it seem unjustified, to the superficial eye,
to refer to some kind of original unity.
Trying to go deeper into the mechanisms of
the contemporary economic and political Euro-
pean crisis implies a serious reflection on Euro-
pean identity, after the sixty years of journeying
that, as Schuman had foreseen, “would not be
completed overnight”. Given the complexity of
the processes that are under way, we need, on
the one hand, to acknowledge that no national
state can cope with them on its own, so that Eu-
rope is not an option but a real necessity. On the
other hand, we should also refuse to abandon
an ideal of identity which functions in some way
as a unificatory principle. In this sense I believe
that the reading put forward by Cardinal Lustiger
at the times of the origins of the ECSC (European
Coal and Steel Community) points to us the
method by which, even in the radically trans-
formed contemporary scenario, European unity
needs to be pursued. This method involves start-
17
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3 Cf. J.M. LUSTIGER, L’Europe à venir (Paris: Parole et Silence,
2010).
ing from reality in all its pressing concreteness
and allowing the ideal to emerge. The ideal, not
a utopia. The ideal is in fact the truth inherent in
the real, while utopia is, as its etymon says, the
unreal. Just as in those days there seemed to be
a disproportion between the instruments (com-
mon production of coal and steel) and the ideals
of peace and prosperity for the entire continent
(coal and steel as the raw materials of the war
industry) so also today great realism and so great
ideals fill the bill.3
From this point of view it is not enough, even
though it is necessary, to study the roots of Eu-
rope that we know so well. Beyond the multitude
of undeniable contributions that over the cen-
turies have helped mould its face – I am thinking
of Jerusalem, Athens, and Rome, down to the
modern concern with the significance of the in-
dividual and social agents and the Enlightenment
emphasis on equality – it seems to me that crucial
elements of these roots can be objectively traced
to the nucleus of Christianity. Christianity itself
should be understood according to the criterion
18
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4 Cf. R. BRAGUE, Europe. La voie romaine (Paris: Gallimard,
1999).
of secondariness which, according to Rémi Brague,
represents the realistic form in which to pursue
European unity. The Roman attitude which re-
ceived, preserved, and transmitted as its own pat-
rimony the Hellenistic synthesis of Athens and
Jerusalem was secondary. Secondary too is Chris-
tianity, for it knows it is second with respect to
the First Covenant. Hence the singular critical ca-
pacity of Europe with respect to all civilisations
and cultures, because it avoids conceiving itself
as the foundation of itself.4
Without taking account of the anthropologi-
cal, social, and cultural implications of the Trini-
tarian revelation – from the particular vision of
the dignity of the person, to the conception of
liberty and of its relationship with truth, and up
to the salutary distinction between civil society
and religious dimension and to the acknowledge-
ment of the value of subsidiarity and of solidarity
– it is difficult to explain what we are saying when
we utter the word Europe.
In the end, all ethnic, national, linguistic, and
religious differences consolidate rather than cor-
roding a shared patrimony, in the etymological
19
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5 BENEDICT XVI, Adress to Participants in the Meeting with
Representatives from the world of culture, Collège des




sense of the term. And yet it is not sufficient to
consider the roots if we are to meet the challenge
of today’s historical reality.
To contribute to a plural Europe Christians
ought to demonstrate the importance of the filial
relation with God the Father, inconceivable be-
fore the Christian revelation. Benedict XVI himself
stressed the quaerere Deum in his lectio magistralis
at the Collège des Bernardins.5 Neither the Greek po-
lis, nor the Roman civitas – with the sensational
development of rights achieved by the latter – had
ever understood society as family and as home. In
both, the dignity of man and his liberty were sub-
ordinate to the recognition of his status as citizen.
The reference to that transcendent and personal
origin that constantly generates unity between
the sons of a Father and constantly regenerates
their freedom was absent. It is with Christianity
that the notion of citizen is integrated with that
of person, opening up to man his full identity. 
20
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 20
Along this interpretative perspective, it is evi-
dent that the process of European integration,
especially in the present moment of economic
and political turmoil, does not stand as one pos-
sibility among others, but rather possesses in a
certain sense the force of a destiny that European
men have the mission to fulfil. To betray the
process of integration would mean for our Con-
tinent a rejection of its own traditio, as well as
probably representing, in the globalised world of
today, a political suicide with unimaginable con-
sequences.
With regard to the more specific contents of
the action of Christians in the area of European
integration, I would like to dwell only on one cru-
cial point: religious freedom. 
It is much more than mere prediction to state
that religions are called to play a role in the future
of Europe, for it is in fact a conclusion that any-
one can draw from the simple observation of cur-
rent circumstances. We cannot forget the fact
that in European history religious, cultural, and
socio-political events have manifested (beyond
the necessary distinctions) as so interwoven as to
be inseparable in reality.
We can observe a far from negligible difference
between the two shores of the Atlantic on this re-
21
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6 Cf. J. HABERMAS, ‘La religione nella sfera pubblica. Presup-
posti cognitivi dell’«uso pubblico della ragione» da parte
dei cittadini credenti e laicizzati’, in J. HABERMAS, Tra scienza
e fede (Roma-Bari: Laterza, 2008), 19-49.
7 Cf. E. W. BÖCKENFÖRDE, Cristianesimo, libertà, democrazia
(Brescia: Morcelliana, 2008).
8 Cf. J. RAWLS, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1993).
spect. From the United States, the presence of
Methodist, Baptist, Pentecostal Christians is
growing markedly within various areas of Africa,
to Latin America, from the Middle to the furthest
East. Leaving aside any judgement that may be
passed on these new realities, what matters here
is to note that they combine their strong “mis-
sionary” thrust and faith with an active partici-
pation in public life. In Europe, on the contrary,
there prevails an attitude tending to assert that
public debates must be independent from the re-
ligious roots of personal convictions. But this ul-
timately means obliging believers to behave as if
they were atheists, which ends up depriving soci-
ety of important resources. However some promi-
nent thinkers – such as Habermas 2008,6 Böck-
enförde 2008,7 and Rawls 19938 – have acknowl-
edged in religious traditions, and definitely in
Christianity, the expression of a cognitive poten-
22
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9 P. DONATI, ‘Pensare la società civile come sfera pubblica
religiosamente qualificata’, in C. VIGNA, S. ZAMAGNI (ed.),
Multiculturalismo e identità (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 2002),
51-106.
tial and a reference to a civil commitment which
simply cannot be ignored.
Religions in fact possess the capacity to rep-
resent the universal in a concrete way. Contrary
to what European culture has ended up postu-
lating in the course of modernity, values are never
given in the abstract (the Charter of Fundamental
Rights itself comes close to being a pure and sim-
ple list of formal propositions), but only within
lived traditions. Indeed, some axioms that are
fundamental to our societies – I think for example
of the idea of freedom or of the idea of equality
– can derive fresh energy from the fitness of the
faithful who live them within their own commu-
nal experience. Once this is recognized, political
power ought to acknowledge the public subjec-
tivity of religions.9 Hence the necessity that public
institutions not only recognise, but actively pro-
mote an effective religious freedom. 
Imagine what could happen in Europe, what
potential could be released, if the climate were
to grow more favourable to mutual discussion.
Obviously, that is possible on condition that re-
23
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ligions abandon both their self-interpretations as
having a private nature, on the one hand; and
their fundamentalist variety, on the other hand.
This would create a space for mutual debate
among themselves and with all the other cultures. 
2. The whole breadth of reason: in search for
a new secularity in Europe
Given the decisive importance of religious free-
dom in a plural society, what are the tasks, re-
spectively, of politics and the Church in building
the civitas, with special reference to the European
context? How can Christians contribute to the
overcoming of the contemporary dramatic diffi-
culties in the process of European integration?
What can the Christians of today do, not only for
the sake of affirming their roots, but by virtue of
their presence in the “here and now” of history,
to deepen the process begun sixty years ago? How
can they show themselves, at one and the same
time, faithful to the original principles and able
to rise to the new challenges of our age? What
has the Christian inheritance, and indeed Christi-
anity as lived today, got to do with Europe?
In order to reply to these questions, a signifi-
cant datum needs to be stressed, which summaris-
24
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 24
es the phenomena briefly referred to above: we
live in an ever-more plural society. The presence
of an increasing variety of religious expressions
and world visions seems to exclude the possibility
of identifying a shared Weltanschauung as a way
to make our shared life flourish. This applies
within each one of our western societies, for all
their local variations; but the situation is further
complicated in Europe by the plurality of cultures
and of juridical and political traditions that char-
acterises our continent.
Nonetheless, Christians are surely well
equipped to face up the inevitable tension be-
tween identity and difference, between unity and
plurality, which is in reality proper to each his-
torical epoch. In fact, in the mystery of the Trinity
resides par excellence the principle of difference in
unity. This principle, by virtue of the incarnation
of Jesus Christ, becomes a criterion for compre-
hension and evaluation of every difference: those
constitutive of soul-body, man-woman, person-
community and individual-society; and also all
the ethnic, cultural, and religious diversities. His-
torical events in Europe show this quite clearly.
Obviously, it does not automatically follow that
Europe can painlessly reach easy accommoda-
tions between so many actors: state and non-
state, personal and communal, we find in the
25
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10 Cf. P. RICOEUR, Parcours de la reconnaissance (Paris: Éditions
Stock, 2004).
field. Christians, however, can certainly count up-
on instruments that enable them to respond to
the challenge of plurality.
Concretely, they must take on the task of re-
thinking the axioms on which our procedural
democracies are based, and the principle of sec-
ularity on which they aim to govern themselves.
In a plural society, by its nature tending to exhibit
many conflicts, secularity prevails only if condi-
tions are created that guarantee the narration
and the content of all the personal and social
subjects that inhabit it with a view to mutual
recognition (Ricoeur 2004).10 Today Europe re-
quires a new secularity valuing all the subjects that
are actors in the plural society, guaranteeing the
public expression of their deepest convictions. 
Only thus it will be possible to have a cohabi-
tation, harmonious in its tendency, that produces
a good life. To pursue this complex harmony there
needs to be a practical acknowledgement – I empha-
sise practical acknowledgement – of the material
and spiritual goods to be shared. As Maritain ar-
gued in 1947 at UNESCO, it is not a question of
formulating in the abstract a theoretical accord
26
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11 Cf. F. BOTTURI, ‘Secolarizzazione e laicità’, in P. Donati
(ed.), Laicità: la ricerca dell’universale nelle differenze (Bologna:
Il Mulino, 2008), 295-337.
between different worldviews. It is necessary,
through agreed procedures, to confer political val-
ue on the primary social good of a practical nature: the
fact of living together. This social datum must be ele-
vated to the level of political good by all, and pro-
moted by institutions. There will not then need to
be any preliminary accord about its foundation.
Within this space, guaranteed to all, the dy-
namism of mutual dialogical recognition between
person and social agents about the individual
contents of value can operate, in a tight but al-
ways open debate between diverse worldviews.
From this point of view, the practical political
good of being in society could constitute that po-
litical universal which the process of secularisation
has lost sight of all through modernity.11
In this way the (sometimes acute) discrepancy
between common political action and the various
cultural identities ceases, at least in principle, to
generate conflict. The various agents with their
own identity must obviously live together under
the guidance of the institutional establishment;
while the latter, to carry out its sensitive regula-
tory role, must be a-confessional and impartial
27
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reasoning about them by members of associations such as
churches and universities, all of which is a vital part of the
background culture. Plainly, religious, philosophical, and
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towards all, without however taking up neutralist
positions. It can do this by guaranteeing the two
constitutive levels of the political dimension: ac-
knowledging the value of the practical-social
common good of being together, and acknowl-
edging those specific values that continuous ne-
gotiation will gradually recognise as such – ac-
cording to the criterion formulated by Rawls of
the overlapping consensus12 – in an ongoing quest,
as occasions demand for a noble compromise on
specific goods of an ethical, social, cultural, eco-
nomic, and political nature with all the other “in-
habitants” of the plural society. 
In the realistic horizon of the healthiest tradi-
tion of Catholic doctrine, the magisterial teach-
ing of Benedict XVI restores to politics all of its
dignity: ‘the just ordering of society and the State
is a central responsibility of politics’ (D eus caritas
28
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est n. 28). The radical character that the phrase
‘just ordering’ has in the history of Christian
thought is well known. The Pope recalls here the
very severe phrase of Augustine: ‘If justice is not
respected, what are States if not large gangs of
thieves?’ 
Always in homage to Christian realism, the
Holy Father does not fear, therefore, to empha-
sise that, as politics is an activity of man, it needs
purification. It must be continuously liberated
from ‘ideology’. Indeed, human freedom is not
only limited because it is always historically lo-
cated, it is also wounded by sin. This is a temp-
tation that is more widespread in the opulent so-
cieties of the North of the planet. In them, indeed
the illusion of being able to ‘solve’ the question
of the good life of civil society and the institu-
tional bodies that govern it through ‘the drawing
up and the application’ of theories about the
‘ideal’ forms of social organisation has been pro-
posed anew, understandably, with greater fre-
quency. Obviously, awareness of this temptation
does not undermine the ‘goodness’ of social and
political commitment and of the balanced inter-
disciplinary research that is inevitably connected
to it. On the contrary: in inviting people to have
a correct relationship between practice and the-
ory, its urgency is revealed.
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3. Constructing a new European social order:
the Christian noble compromise 
What pathways exist then for the political en-
gagement, in a narrow sense as well, of Christians
and Catholics in particular in current European
society, which has changed so deeply? In order to
answer this question one should refer to some of
the distinctive features of so-called ‘globalised’
society.
After 1989, when the inebriation caused by
the sudden fall of the walls even led people to
speak about ‘the end of history’, it perhaps be-
came clearer that the journey of man along the
complex pathway that goes from modernity to
the post-modern world documents a gradual
detachment from any transcendent vision of life,
and even more from any kind of strong tie and
membership, above all if of an ecclesial charac-
ter. The outcome of this process, which was not
interrupted by the collapse of utopias centred
around claims of an absolute character about
history (see the ‘isms’ of the short century), is
suggestively captured by the cry by which Niet-
zsche, in refuting the claims of Kantian univer-
salism, claimed for man an entrance into a new
dimension separated from any reference to the
truth: ‘We wish to become’, wrote that bitter
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and brilliant prophet of the post-modern, ‘what
we are: the new, the unrepeatable, the incon-
testable, the lawmakers of ourselves, those who
make law themselves, who create themselves’.
Obviously, it was certainly not the thesis of Ni-
etzsche that directly determined the thought
and the action of peoples and above else of in-
dividuals. Certainly, however, it foreshadowed a
climate in which man today is immersed. A cli-
mate that has meant that he lives floating al-
most in mid-air, rather like a boxer punch drunk
in the ring, or like the famous drunk who talks
to lamp posts. 
And Christians? Is not a Christian perhaps al-
so a man amongst men, a participant in this con-
dition? From where, therefore, should Christians
gain the energy to become engaged without
transforming faith into utopia, action into hege-
mony, duty into militancy? If today man seems
to have lost the conviction that stood firm for
two millennia in the West – that based in the final
analysis on his being a person, an integral subject
of fundamental rights and knowledge wisely con-
joined by the system of laws – and if this man is
flattered by the idea that techno-science, with ex-
traordinary effectiveness, is spreading, that is to
say that man is nothing but his own experiment,
on what should we base ourselves to achieve civil
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engagement, and a civil engagement defined in
Christian terms?
First of all we should look at the mutation
that is underway with a dual certainty. Primarily,
with awareness that this change is so radical that
it cannot be defined solely by the word ‘epochal’.
What is taking place at the level of the bios is
absolutely unprecedented. Since man entered
the stage of the great theatre of the world this is
the first time that such mutation has been pre-
sented to him. And to the point of certain critics
– for that matter intelligent ones, even if impreg-
nated with an excess of Hegelian optimism – say-
ing: “We are about to separate the human com-
pletely from the naturalness of the species. A
kind of large-scale ‘rebellious effect” is under-
way: the pressure of evolution has ended up by
selecting a culture that is able to take the place,
through its own technology, of that very natural
selection that produced it. This is the authentic
meaning of our present: the technical totalisation
of nature. Life is really becoming “a mental
state… Where to lead one’s own life – in the
sense of self-awareness – will probably become
a subjective choice, in relation to the social costs
of its duration and the responsibilities that de-
scend from it”. 
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Secondly, we should be very careful about see-
ing the tribulations of today in a way that allows
us to be won over by the ‘psychology of the
crow’: that psychology according to which when
on the field of history there remains only a heap
of corpses, Christians will arrive as winners to
take it as loot.
The great resources of faith in a providing God
who guides the human family and history, in Je-
sus Christ the Saviour who defeats sin and death,
and in the Church – Mother and Teacher – who
accompanies believers in the daily miracle of sol-
idarity-inspired communion, does not remove the
freedom of everybody from living the drama of
existence in union with all fellow men and with
their concerns. Christian truth is played out in
history and history is not deducible a priori. With
this fact of the exactness of history Christians,
like others, have to come to terms. If anything,
because of the child virtue of hope, paying in the
first person, with commitment and witness, they
peer into the ‘signs of the times’ in favour of
everyone.
Here a ‘critical’ engagement with the historic
processes of one’s own epoch is necessary.
Whatever the case, the situation of today’s
Catholics is not different from that of Catholics
of all epochs. In this sense it may be useful to
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remember the observation made by Augusto Del
Noce – within the furrow of the lucid analysis
produced by the French philosopher Étienne
Gilson – on the origins of the political engage-
ment of Catholics and the nature of their action
during the epoch of Leo XIII. Del Noce wrote
that the Catholic rebirth envisaged by that Pope
had to be “inseparably religious, philosophical
and political”. Today we could say in other
words that the political role of Catholics must
necessarily pass by way of the capacity of their
experience of faith to generate culture (accord-
ing to the perspective indicated by John Paul II).
For this reason, the action of politicians must
start from the needs/wishes that are specific to
the constitutive experience of man. This is some-
thing that also requires a correct cultural inter-
pretation of faith: a faith that is integrally expe-
rienced has an inalienable anthropological, so-
cial and cosmological relevance charged with
rather concrete political consequences.
However, one should point out, to end, that
for a Christian this civil engagement, above all
political civil engagement, is nothing else but the
extension, made up of due distinctions, of the
logic of witness understood as an approach that
is at one and the same time both speculative
and practical (not as pure generosity but as a
34
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 34
conception and method of action). If one bears
witness in every field of human existence, includ-
ing the political and party field, to one’s own
convictions, one does not injure the rights of
anybody. On the contrary: one promotes them
and one sets in motion the virtuous search for
‘noble compromise’, with the realism of he who
knows that there cannot be civil coexistence
without sacrifices. On the other hand, the aim
of political action, above all for a Christian, can-
not be the achievement of a perfect society. This
action, instead, is located on the horizon pro-
posed a few years ago by Cardinal Ratzinger:
“to be sober and actuate what is possible, and
not to call with an inflamed heart for the im-
possible, has always been difficult: the voice of
reason has never been as strong as the irrational
cry. The cry that calls for great things has the
vibration of moralism: to limit oneself to the
possible seems, instead, an abandonment of
moral passion, it seems the pragmatism of the
unworthy. But the truth is that political morality
consists precisely in resistance to the seduction
of the big words by which one plays with the
humanity of man and his possibilities. The
moralism of adventure, which moves to achieve
on its own the things of God, is not moral. But
the loyalty that accepts the measurements of
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man and carries out within these measurements
the work of God is moral. Not the absence of
any compromise but compromise itself is the
true morality of political activity”.13
When principles that cannot be abandoned
are at stake one must, as was said above, resort
to conscientious objection.
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1 BENEDICT XVI, Address to the Participants in the Congress
promoted by the Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences
of the European Community (COMECE) on the 50th An-
niversary of the Treaty of Rome, 24 March 2007, available
online at http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/
s p e e c h e s / 2 0 0 7 / m a r c h / d o c u m e n t s / h f _ b e n -
xvi_spe_20070324_comece_en.html
1. Introduction
In the second half of the twentieth century,
Europe came back twice from the brink of self-
destruction. First, the 1950 Schuman Declaration
and the 1957 Treaty of Rome ended the Euro-
pean Civil War of 1914-45. Second, the 1992
Treaty of Maastricht reconciled Europe’s two
‘lungs’ – the East and the West – that had been
linked by a common Christian history but arbi-
trarily separated during the secular age of the
Cold War, as Pope Benedict XVI reminded us in
2007.1 Over the past fifty years or so, economic
integration has stimulated political unification
and social convergence between divided and
structurally different countries. It has also sus-
tained the quest for an institutional structure that
can balance the interest of its now 27 members
in the wider European space while at the same
time supporting the EU’s aspiration to become a
global actor on the world stage.
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However, the Rome Treaty enshrined a func-
tionalist logic that establishes the primacy of eco-
nomic exchange and legal harmonisation over
shared political ideas and common cultural prac-
tices. Over time, this has reinforced the modern
‘disembedding’ of the economic sphere from the
social order and a re-embedding of the social in
the economic.2 In the case of Europe, this is ex-
emplified by the construction of a single, bureau-
cratically regulated market that has taken prece-
dence over social solidarity and environmental
sustainability. Linked to the priority of the eco-
nomic over the social is a tendency to subordi-
nate the dignity of the human person and inter-
personal relationships to the central state and
the ‘free’ market that collude at the expense of
the intermediary institutions of civil society. This,
coupled with demographic decline and a growing
disconnect of elites from the citizenry, has under-
mined Europe’s shared cultural identity that
Christianity helped forge. That, in turn, has hol-
lowed out the universal values derived from the
Christian synthesis of ancient and biblical virtues
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on which both vibrant democracies and market
economies ultimately depend.
2. The limits of economic rationality
The European integration and enlargement
process that was formally launched by the 1957
Rome Treaty is predominantly driven by a func-
tionalist logic, which assumes that enhanced eco-
nomic exchange and legal harmonisation pro-
duce closer political cooperation and unification.
Up to a point, this assumption holds true. After
all, the functionalist logic underpins the so-called
Community method used by Jean Monnet and
other post-war European leaders to bring about
supranational integration. Among the major
achievements of this method are, first of all, the
decision in 1986 to create a single market; sec-
ond, the agreement on establishing an economic
and monetary union that culminated in the in-
troduction of the euro in 1999; third, the com-
mitment to a proper political union since the
1992 Maastricht Treaty.
The trouble is that the political union in its
current configuration is largely a by-product of
economics and law, notably the functionalist
‘spill-over’ effects of greater trade and new laws
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that are increasingly uprooted from shared po-
litical values and a common Christian cultural
heritage. Jean Monnet’s method encapsulates
this logic: unlike the other founding fathers of
European integration such as Alcide de Gasperi,
Robert Schuman or Konrad Adenauer who were
all Christian Democrats, he eschewed religion
and politics in favour of central administration
and technical solutions. Monnet and other in-
fluential figures like Belgium’s socialist leader
Paul-Henri Spaak were primarily concerned with
post-war reconstruction and economic growth
through supranational rules. As such, Monnet’s
method consisted in centrally determined and
enforced abstract standards and formal mecha-
nisms that had the effect of weakening Europe’s
overarching political culture. In this manner, the
actions of Monnet and Spaak ultimately drove a
wedge between Europe’s supranational institu-
tions and the largely Christian identity of its cit-
izens. By contrast, De Gasperi, Schuman and
Adenauer sought to unite Europe around its
pan-European Christian civilisation in order to
mediate rival national interests and establish the
primacy of international society over both na-
tion-states and transnational markets.
Since the 1950s and 1960s, Monnet’s Com-
munity method has been supplemented by other
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mechanisms and instruments of closer integration,
above all intergovernmental cooperation and,
more recently, multinational governance and ele-
ments of a political system that is sui generis.3 How-
ever, the functionalist logic remains central to the
process of European unification. All the main
supranational institutions such as the European
Commission or the European Court of Justice are
technocratic in design. The Commission in par-
ticular combines bureaucratic regulation with a
managerialist approach to policy design and im-
plementation. In principle, both the European
Parliament and the Council of Ministers are more
political in nature, but their pursuit of the com-
mon public good is severely restricted by ideolog-
ical divisions and sectional interests. Functional-
ism is so pervasive that it continues to structure
the EU’s entire ethos, developing “procedure as a
substitute for policy”4 – a characterisation that ap-
plies equally to the failed 1999 Lisbon Agenda and
the new European External Action Service.
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At the same time, the EU’s modus operandi has
led to an ever-growing degree of centralisation
of decision- and policy-making and the concomi-
tant transfer of competencies from localities, re-
gions and nations to Brussels. For example, the
imperative of common product standards as
part of the single market entails a unitary, cen-
tralised system of bureaucratic regulation. That
system is enforced by the Commission and po-
liced by the Court of Justice. What this has done
is to reduce the diversity of distinct goods and
services and also to undermine self-regulation
and mutual control within the framework of
guilds or other voluntary professional associa-
tions – core aspects of a Christian understanding
of subsidiarity. 
Moreover, the functionalist approach champi-
oned by Monnet and his political heirs has
favoured a concentration of wealth and produc-
tive assets. Broadly speaking, the single market
puts a premium on economies of scale and there-
by privileges large producers over small- and
medium-sized enterprise. This is true for sectors
as diverse as agriculture, manufacturing, industry,
retail or financial services. Neither EU competi-
tion policy aimed at avoiding cartels and monop-
olistic practices nor EU subsidies have achieved
a proper balance between small and large busi-
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nesses – exactly what the Christian principle of
subsidiarity requires.
The fundamental problem is that within the
EU the notion of subsidiarity has been divorced
from a substantive account of justice and re-
duced to a formalist sense of distributing power
and competence between rival levels of decision-
making such as the regions, the member-states
or the supranational Community level. This con-
ception of subsidiarity has been particularly in-
fluential since the late 1980s through the initia-
tive of the European Parliament, the UK and Ger-
many. As the only directly elected institution, the
European Parliament has demanded more influ-
ence. By contrast, Britain fears a European fed-
eral super-state, and the German Länder want to
preserve their exclusive powers as part of the Ger-
man federation. To constrain ‘competence
creep’, the UK and the German Länder have
sought to place the burden of argument on inte-
grationists. So in theory, subsidiarity provides a
lock on centralisation by requiring Community
institutions such as the European Parliament or
the European Commission to justify new compe-
tencies in areas of public policy-making.
But in practice, subsidiarity has been used ei-
ther to transfer powers to the EU or to renation-
alise them, disregarding lower levels such as re-
45
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 45
gions, localities and neighbourhoods. Instead of
placing the person, the family and intermediary
groups at the centre of politics, the Union and
its members instrumentalise subsidiarity in order
to promote the interests of the supranational
centre or national states – or both at once. Par-
adoxically, it is precisely because the EU is not a
proper, subsidiary federation with clearly defined
powers that the threat of centralisation is so en-
demic. That, in turn, has reinforced the abstrac-
tion of Europe’s economy and political system
from the culture and society in which it should
be embedded.
In short, the economic rationality that under-
girds the functionalist logic of Monnet’s Commu-
nity method tends to favour a greater concentra-
tion of wealth and a growing centralisation of
power. By privileging abstract standards and for-
mal rules, it also crowds out concrete interper-
sonal bonds and informal, virtuous patterns of
behaviour such as trust or honourable practices
without which neither constitutional-legal rights
nor economic-contractual ties genuinely work. For
these (and other) reasons, ‘economic rationality’
needs be radically broadened and re-embedded
in a political culture that views civil society as
more primary than either the central state or the
‘free’ market, as the following section suggests.
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3. Europe’s Christian polity
The primacy of economic integration over a
common political project that is implicit in the
economic rationality of functionalism charac-
terises the two dominant models of European in-
tegration and enlargement: Franco-German sta-
tism and Anglo-Saxon free-market fundamental-
ism. These models have championed apparently
alternative visions of Europe, but both have em-
braced different forms of economic and social
liberalism that has the effect of undermining
shared substantive values and virtuous practices.
By marginalising local and regional economies as
well as transnational civil society, both models
have reinforced a growing socio-economic polar-
isation and an increasing disconnect of the ruling
elites from Europe’s citizenry. Whether through
bureaucratic control or commercial exchange (or
indeed both at once), the Franco-German and
Anglo-Saxon visions of Europe have favoured –
or at the very least failed to mitigate – the com-
modification of labour, interpersonal relations
and nature.
This, coupled with the growing financialisation
of the economy, has subordinated the sanctity of
life and land to the ‘market-state’. By combining
elements of public collectivism with aspects of
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private individualism, the ‘market-state’ has side-
lined the mediating role of groups and interme-
diary institutions. In the extreme, it has replaced
intimations of the sacred with the secular sacral-
ity of power and wealth. As such, both models
are in some sense complicit with the “dictator-
ship of relativism which does not recognise any-
thing as definitive and whose ultimate goal con-
sists solely of one’s own ego and desires”, as Car-
dinal Joseph Ratzinger put it shortly before his
election as Pope.5
Yet at the same time, the EU is neither a Fran-
co-German federalist super-state nor a purely An-
glo-Saxon glorified ‘free-trade’ area. Rather, the
Union – despite its many imperfections – is best
described as a neo-medieval polity with a political
system sui generis. Europe’s polity is characterised
by hybrid institutions, overlapping jurisdictions,
polycentric authority and multi-level governance.6
As Cardinal Angelo Scola has remarked, the ori-
gins of this distinctly European model go back to
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a long tradition that views Europe not as foun-
dational but rather as the continuous unfolding
of the Hellenistic fusion of Jerusalem with
Athens.7 To understand Europe’s distinctiveness,
we need briefly to retell its history.8 After the fall
of imperial Rome, three different forces vied for
the Roman legacy and shaped the continent’s
emerging civilisation: first, pagan tribes from Ger-
manic, Turkic and Slavonic territories; second,
Christendom and its ecclesial ‘body’ of local
parishes and transnational monasteries; third, Is-
lam’s creation of a caliphate from Arabia to the
Iberian peninsula. Of these, as Rowan Williams
writes, “the Christian Church is quite simply the
most extensive and enduring, whether in the form
of the Western Papacy or of the ‘Byzantine Com-
monwealth’, the network of cultural and spiritual
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connections in Eastern Europe linked to the new
Roman Empire centred on Constantinople”.9
Following the final demise of Byzantium in
1453, the Protestant Reformation accelerated the
slow disintegration of pan-European political
Christendom and the rise to power of sovereign
nation-states. However, this did not inaugurate
a linear process of secularisation that has sup-
posedly culminated in European ‘exceptionalism’.
On the contrary, certain strands of Renaissance
Humanism and the Enlightenment provided a re-
ligious corrective to secular ideas and practices
such as the early modern doctrine of the ‘divine
right of kings’.10 That doctrine was secular insofar
as it departed from the patristic and medieval
opposition to the sacralisation of secular power,
as evinced by the writings of St. Augustine, St.
John Chrysostome and St. Thomas Aquinas.
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In the ‘long Middle Ages’ (c500-1300), Hel-
lenised Christianity integrated and transformed
other European traditions such Germanic law or
the Celtic language. Connected with this blending
of diverse cultures within an overarching frame-
work is the Judeo-Christian distinction of reli-
gious from political authority. Based on this dis-
tinction, a ‘free space’ emerged between political
rule and society wherein politics is not monopo-
lised by the state but pertains to the public realm
in which individuals and groups participate. In-
deed, the Church – together with local commu-
nities and professional bodies like guilds or uni-
versities – tended to defend the freedom of soci-
ety against political coercion. It thereby helped
protect the autonomy of Jewish, Muslim and oth-
er religious minorities. In addition to complex de-
bates about the relative balance of state and
church or the ‘mix’ of different sources of law
(canon, common and civil), the presence of Jew-
ish communities and Muslim-ruled lands on the
Iberian peninsula ensured that ‘Christian Europe’
was never a clerically dominated monolith but
rather a realm of political argument within and
across different faith traditions.
Moreover, Christendom in East and West
blended the principle of free association in Ger-
manic common law with the Latin sense of equity
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and participation in the civitas. In this manner, Eu-
ropean Christendom defended a more relational
account (in terms of objective – not subjective –
rights and reciprocal duties) that outflanked the
dialectic of the individual and the collective that
we owe to the American and the French Revolu-
tion. Ultimately, Europe’s unique legacy of faith
and reason provided the basis for European
claims to an ‘organically’ plural universalism. The
mark of this variant of universalism is that it
avoids both moral relativism and political abso-
lutism by offering a free, shared social space for
religious and non-religious practice – the ‘realm’
of civil society that is more primary than either the
central state or the ‘free’ market. As the ‘corpora-
tion of corporations’, the European polity rests on
common civic culture and social bonds that are
more fundamental than either formal constitu-
tional-legal rights or economic-contractual ties.
In turn, this gives rise to the idea that the ‘in-
termediary institutions’ of civil society are more
primary than either the centralised national state
or the transnational ‘anarchic’ market. Intermedi-
ary institutions include groups and bodies like pro-
fessional associations, manufacturing and trading
guilds, cooperatives, trade unions, voluntary or-
ganisations, universities and religious communi-
ties. As such, the European polity really is neo-me-
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dieval in this sense that it combines a strong sense
of overlapping jurisdictions and multiple member-
ship with a contemporary focus on transnational
networks as well as the institutions and actors of
‘global civil society’. Nor is this model limited to
the sub-national level. Rather, modes of associa-
tion and corporation apply to neighbourhoods,
communities, cities, regions and states alike. The
idea of Europe as a political union is inextricably
intertwined with the notion that national states
are more like ‘super-regions’ within a wider polity
– a subsidiary society of nations and peoples rather
than a centralised super-state or a glorified ‘free-
trade’ area. Far from diminishing the importance
of nations, such an account views nations as bal-
ancing the rightful claims of regions and the right-
ful claims of Europe as a whole. 
This suggests that even nations can uphold
and promote relations of mutual giving and re-
ciprocal help. As such, Europe offers a vision of
associative democracy and civil economy beyond
the authoritarian central state that seeks to reg-
ulate the transnational, anarchical ‘free market’.11
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Such a vision is inspired by the twin Catholic
Christian principles of subsidiarity and solidar-
ity that underpin the entire project of European
integration and enlargement. Ultimately, we
owe such and similar principles to Europe’s
Christian heritage, in particular Catholic social
teaching.12
With the advent of neo-liberalism that both
the left and the right enthusiastically embraced,
the European polity has failed to defend this lega-
cy against the collusion of the central state and
the free-market. However, twenty years after the
collapse of state communism, the continuing cri-
sis of ‘free-market’ capitalism provides a unique
opportunity to chart an alternative path that re-
embeds the state and the market into the rela-
tions of civil society. Thus, the principles and
practices of reciprocity, mutuality and solidarity
do not simply underscore Europe’s Christian her-
itage but also offer an alternative future for the
Union and the continent as a whole.
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4. The New Politics of Reciprocity and
Mutuality
Unlike the USA, contemporary Europe does
not depend on the misguided notion of a revolu-
tionary tabula rasa that grounded an absolute sep-
aration of power upheld by the constitution. Even
post-1789 France retained many non-modern
features such as the head of the executive being
also the head of the judiciary and the importance
of the corps constitués that pluralise the unitary
state. Much of Europe still has constitutional
monarchies that combine parliamentary democ-
racy with non-democratic limits on the power of
the executive branch of government – a configu-
ration that paradoxically helps uphold democrat-
ic parliamentarianism. As such, the mark of the
European polity is a ‘mixed government’ and also
the fusion of Roman and Germanic law with
Christian notions of justice and charity, as Pope
Benedict XVI has argued in both Deus caritas est
and in Caritas in veritate. Linked to this is the cen-
trality of religious freedom and the defence of the
‘group rights’ of Christian churches and other re-
ligious bodies.
In some measure, contemporary Europe re-
mains a vestigially Christian polity that reflects
some of the principles and practices of reciprocity
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and mutuality, as I have already indicated. For
instance, the EU has numerous elements of com-
munal and associational ties at all levels such as
citizenship, voting rights, solidarity and mutu-
alised structures within the common framework
of the single market. Even the German constitu-
tional court (Verfassungsgericht) – in a judgement
rendered on 30 June 2009 concerning the com-
patibility of the Lisbon Reform Treaty with the
German constitution – described the EU neither
as a federalist entity nor as an intergovernmental
arrangement but as an ‘association of nations’
(Nationenverbund). This is an implicit recognition
that European nations are more like ‘super-re-
gions’ within a wider polity. Here one can go fur-
ther than Germany’s constitutional judges and
suggest that the mutual, reciprocal ties binding
together the people and nations of Europe can-
not be reduced to economic utility or purely legal
standards. Instead, these ties resemble the organ-
ic links of a medieval corporation with overlap-
ping jurisdictions and a complex web of interme-
diary associations wherein sovereignty is dis-
persed and diffuse.
Another example concerns Europe’s economy.
In many ways, the European economic space still
represents an alternative to both state commu-
nism and free-market capitalism. Both these sys-
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tem ultimately fail because they are based on a
false account of human nature. Human beings
are neither bare individuals who pursuit private
profit through market competition. Nor are hu-
man beings anonymous parts of a monolithic
collectivity controlled by the state. The real, true
account of the human person is not about un-
bridled freedom in the marketplace nor about
our obedient dependence on the state, but about
our social bonds which discipline us and make
us the unique persons we all are. At their best,
the social bonds of family, neighbourhood, local
community, professional associations, nation
and faith help instil civic virtues and a shared
sense of purpose. Concretely, this means solidar-
ity and a commitment to the common good in
which all can participate – from a viable ecology
via universal education and healthcare to a wider
distribution of assets and other means to pursue
true happiness beyond pleasure and power.
Unlike other monotheistic religions, Christian
conceptions of God stress the relations between
the three divine persons of the Holy Trinity (with
the exception of Shi’ite/Sufi or a Kabbalistic/Ha-
sidic mystics who are more at ease with the no-
tion of ‘relations’ within the godhead than Sunni
or Talmudic legalism). Therefore, the belief that
we are all made in the image and likeness of a
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personal, ‘relational’ Creator God translates into
an emphasis on the strong bonds of mutual help
and reciprocal giving. For true Christians, charity
is never about handing out alms to the poor and
feeling better about oneself. Rather, it is about
an economy of gift-exchange where people assist
each other – not based on economic utility or le-
gal obligation but in a spirit of free self-giving and
receiving by members of a social body greater
than its parts.
Nor is this some sort of religious utopia.
Guilds, cooperatives and employee-owned busi-
nesses in parts of Italy, Germany, France or Spain
exemplify the concrete reality of a mixed economy
that combines gift-giving with economic ex-
change. In Britain, there are even grassroots’ ini-
tiatives to apply this approach to public services
and welfare provision. The idea is to foster civic
participation based on self-organisation, social
enterprise, reciprocity and mutuality which help
produce a sense of shared ownership. This ap-
proach seeks to balance liberty and responsibility
as well as rights and duties. Whereas state mod-
els risk reducing people to needy recipients of
public benefits and market models risk degrading
citizens to passive consumers of private services,
the Catholic Christian vision of civil economy is
the real ‘third way’ that encourages active, vol-
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untary membership of people who give as well as
receive.13
There can also be secular intimations of this:
mutualist arrangements like employee-owner-
ship that share both ownership, profit and risk
are in the medium- and long-term economically
more viable than many ordinary businesses that
seek to maximise short-term return for their in-
stitutional investors and the top management.
For politics, that means going beyond abstract
measures like GDP and instead creating the con-
ditions for individuals and groups so that they
can flourish in solidarity and cooperation with
each other. The task for Europe’s leaders is nei-
ther to restore the broken market nor to remake
society through centrally imposed legislation
and regulation. Rather, the most pressing prob-
lem for the EU as a whole is how to enable peo-
ple to nurture and grow those bonds of reci-
procity and mutuality.
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5. Popular Christian Democracy
Now that the secular ideologies of the twenti-
eth century have so manifestly failed, it is instruc-
tive to revisit and renew the Christian Democratic
vision of Luigi Sturzo. Building on the tradition
of Catholic social teaching following the 1891
encyclical Rerum novarum, he argued for a Euro-
pean Christian ‘third way’ between the laissez-faire
capitalism of the United States and the centrally
planned state communism of the Soviet Union.
Six aspects of Sturzo’s thinking are of particular
interest for the purposes of this chapter. First of
all, he criticised the liberal capitalist order, espe-
cially the American variant, with its “secrete mo-
nopolies […and] capitalist speculation at the ex-
pense of the community”.14 Likewise, he opposed
the statist communist system because it denies
human beings their freedom and dignity that can
only be exercised and protected as part of inter-
personal relationships within the realm of civil
society.
Second, the experience of statist corporatism
of the extreme left or the extreme right led
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Catholic thinkers like Sturzo and his allies in the
International Christian Democratic Union (IC-
DU) to shift the emphasis away from the state
towards voluntary corporatist institutions as in-
termediaries between private enterprises and
publicly owned companies – with much more
limited ties to central bureaucracy than the kind
of corporatism linked to authoritarian or even to-
talitarian regimes. Indeed, he emphasised in 1939
that corporatist institutions had to conform un-
conditionally with political democracy in “the en-
deavour to realize the combination of Authority
and Liberty in an Order, in which in different de-
grees and with different responsibilities all adult
citizens, men and women, participate”.15
In a manifesto entitled Devant la Crise Mondiale
published in 1942, Sturzo (and fellow Catholic
refugees in the United States such as Jacques
Maritain, Paul van Zeeland, George Theunis and
the exiled Basque President José Antonio de
Aguirre) made the same important point. As
Wolfram Kaiser has documented, they wrote
“that ‘the organic elements of the social order –
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the family, vocational associations, regions, cul-
tural groups’ should in the future play a central
role in the European economy and society. But
they strongly rejected the ‘corporatist and pater-
nalist state’. They argued that a clear distinction
was needed between ‘the political structures of
the state and the economic organisation of soci-
ety’.”16 Their thinking echoes Polanyi’s call for the
re-embedding of the economy in civil society. 
Third, here it is crucial to distinguish between
two strands of Christian Democracy, one more
‘organicist’ and the other more atomistic. Both
defend a greater separation of corporations from
the state but they differ on whether this simply
means a separation of the political from the eco-
nomic – and of both from the social. For Sturzo
it emphatically does not, since civil society and
civil economy should themselves play a public po-
litical role which is not a state monopoly. As
such, he sought a more genuine blend of corpo-
ratism with the more valid elements of liberalism
such as the principles of liberality (including the
notion of freedom in the sense of a measure of
free speech and free enquiry). Figures like Mari-
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tain, by contrast, opted for a more clearly liberal
path that combines statist welfare through in-
come redistribution with the free-market pursuit
of private profit. For reasons that go beyond the
scope of the present chapter, the second strand
of Christian Democracy prevailed after the Sec-
ond World War, which explains why the econom-
ic and the political were progressively disembed-
ded from the social. This process gathered mo-
mentum when Christian Democrats first em-
braced the centralised, bureaucratic welfare state
and then the unbridled free market (and in the
1980s and 1990s the globalised ‘market-state’).
Fourth, the distinction between the state and
society ultimately goes back to Sturzo’s Augus-
tinian argument that the state is an instrument
of order and partial remediation of sin, whereas
free human association both manifests and par-
tially realises a supernaturally given telos, as John
Milbank has shown.17 Connected with this is the
point that faith and religious practice are neither
about private belief nor abstract speculation but
instead ‘action in common’. Such action binds
us both to our Creator and the rest of creation
63
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 63
18 L. STURZO, ‘Democracy, Authority and Liberty’, p. 102.
in more primary ways than either the modern so-
cial contract tying individuals to the central state
(Hobbes and Rousseau) or equally modern ideas
of consenting individuals who trade with each
other (Locke and Smith).
Fifth, Sturzo’s vision of Christian Democracy
was strongly influenced both by the German
model of socially embedded market economy
and the Anglo-American emphasis on liberty. Yet
at the same time, it would be misleading to char-
acterise his account as somehow more liberal
than organic. On the contrary, Sturzo views au-
thority and liberty as relational and mutual pre-
cisely because ultimately they flow from divine
revelation: “[j]ust as authority comes from God,
so does liberty. There is nothing good but comes
from God, and His imprint is in us always in all
His gifts […] they [authority and liberty] are two
social factors which form a synthesis, for they
both have the same limit which makes them op-
erative moral, that is, right as correlative of duty,
and personal responsibility in the exercise of right
and the fulfilment of duty”.18 On this basis, he
promoted the idea of ‘communalism’, calling for
strong local government and the devolution of
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highly centralised liberal nation-state towards lo-
calities, communities and even neighbourhoods.
Crucially, he defended a kind of social reform
(not ‘state socialism’) that is aimed at the benefit
of industrial and agrarian workers organised in
guilds. All this suggests that he was far more in-
tellectually indebted to the organicist pluralism
of Frederic Ozanam, Jean-Baptiste Henry Lacor-
daire, Guiseppe Toniolo, Charles Perin and Car-
dinal Manning than to the more individual plu-
ralism of Lord Acton or John Neville Figgis.19
Sixth, Sturzo’s thought does not wallow in
mere nostalgia but is instead wholly futural, com-
bining tradition with innovation. At the end of
his reflections on the philosophical background
of Christian Democracy, he calls for a transfor-
mation of modern, secular society in the direction
of a Christian polity: “In view of the destructive
effects of the second world war, a larger and
more generous contribution must be drawn from
the studies of ethics and the philosophy of soci-
ety, which inform the ideals of Christian Democ-
racy and which serve for a Christian reorientation
of modern society, without laments for the past
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and without anti-historical wishes for a return to
the Middle Ages”.20
6. Concluding reflections
Contemporary Europe remains a vestigially
Christian polity that is to a large extent governed
by the Catholic principles of solidarity and sub-
sidiarity. This is true of the European Union that
is neither a federal super-state in the making nor
a glorified free-trade area but rather a neo-me-
dieval empire, which pools national sovereignty
and views states more like ‘super-regions’ in a
wider subsidiary association of nations and peo-
ples. In such a polity with overlapping jurisdic-
tions and multiple levels of membership, states
are key because they balance the rightful claims
of localities and regions with the rightful claims
of Europe as a whole. 
Instead of harking back to bureaucratic statism
or market liberalism, the 27 member-states and
their partner countries in the wider European
space such as Russia, Ukraine and Turkey should
all retrieve the older and more genuinely European
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image of God ends up doing no good to anyone. For this
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which systematically justifies compromise on essential hu-
man values, as if it were the inevitable acceptance of a lesser
evil. This kind of pragmatism, even when presented as bal-
anced and realistic, is in reality neither, since it denies the
tradition of subsidiary federalism or federal sub-
sidiarity – a distribution of competencies between
the Community institutions and the member-
states in accordance with the principles of a fed-
eral rather than a unitary political system, coupled
with a radical programme of decentralisation to
the most appropriate level (including regions, lo-
calities, communities and neighbourhoods) and
a greater sense that European nations are indeed
like ‘super-regions’ within a wider associative poli-
ty of nations and peoples.
In an increasingly post-ideological politics
characterised by professed pragmatism, there is
a void of fresh ideas and policies – a situation
that according to Pope Benedict XVI bears great
dangers.21 In conjunction with a Europe of local-
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dimension of values and ideals inherent in human nature.
When non-religious and relativistic tendencies are woven in-
to this pragmatism, Christians as such are eventually denied
the very right to enter into the public discussion, or their
contribution is discredited as an attempt to preserve unjus-
tified privileges. In this historical hour and faced with the
many challenges that confront it, the European Union, in
order to be a valid guarantor of the rule of law and an ef-
ficient promoter of universal values, cannot but recognize
clearly the certain existence of a stable and permanent hu-
man nature, source of common rights for all individuals,
including those who deny them. In this context, the right to
conscientious objection should be protected, every time fun-
damental human rights are violated’.
ities that promotes political participation and
civic structures, mutual political practices across
the Union could help foster a shared identity.
Subsidiary federalism, coupled with a greater em-
phasis on constitutional corporatism, blends
some of Europe’s best traditions which would
transform her constituent nations in mutually
beneficial ways. Paradoxically, a Europe that ap-
plies the principles of mutuality, reciprocity and
solidarity will speak to its local needs and global
responsibility – to ‘function as a “leaven” for the
entire world’, as Pope Benedict XVI described it
on the fiftieth anniversary of the Rome Treaty.
68
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 68
CHAPTER 3
Europe’s Moral Compass:
the threat of relativism and the importance
of Christian humanism
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Constitutional Affairs and of the Delegation for relations with Japan. He is also a Substitute
in the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Delegation for relations with Albania, Bosnia
and Herzigovina, Serbia, Montenegro and Kosovo.
In 1980 Mr. Mayor Oreja was elected as Autonomic MP of UCD. That year he served as
Tourism Minister in the Pre-autonomous Government of the Basque Country, and was
MP for Guipúzcoa. In 1982 he was Government Delegate in the Basque Country. From
1984-1986 he was President and spokesman of the Popular Coalition in the Basque Re-
gional Parliament, and Member of Congress for Vizcaya in 1989. He was also the Popular
Party (PP) national MP for Álava in the I, IV, VI, VII and VIII parliamentary terms, and
President of the PP Group in the Basque Regional Parliament from 2001 to 2004. He was
minister of the interior of Spain from 1996 to 2001. He is a Member of the National Ex-
ecutive Committee of the PP. Since 1996 he is Vice-Secretary-General of the PP. He is also
Honorary President of the PP in the Basque country. Mr. Mayor Oreja was born in 1951
in San Sebastian (Guipúzcoa, Spain), and is and agricultural engineer.
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Thank you very much indeed for your time and for your
interest in this project. We would like to hear about your
experience in the European parliament and its response
to the recent financial crisis. In one of your speeches, you
have said that this crisis is not just economic but has
wider origins and implications. How would you describe
the crisis that we are in?
This crisis is a crisis that is not only financial,
and it is not going to be only a social crisis.
Rather, it will be a real conflict. The multiplicity
of faces that characterises the crisis is its main
specificity. And what we find in the real roots of
the crisis is a crisis of values. First of all, it is a cri-
sis of values due to an issue of time. Time passes
by and produces a lack of sense and meaning in
relation to the values of a generation. A loss of
orientation and the loss of our moral compass.
The easiest way to tumble into a crisis is when you
lose your moral compass and I think that we lost
our moral compass some time ago. Why? Because
well-being is our first and elementary objective,
but our comfortableness is the main cause for los-
ing our orientation. We have been living far be-
yond our means and far below our possibilities.
The equilibrium is broken. I am referring to the
equilibrium between the well-being we enjoy and
the effort we need to do to achieve this well-being.
We forgot the real value of essential institutions
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that are elementary for our lives, and this led to
the loss of our moral compass. 
In Europe and the rest of the world the prob-
lem is not only excessive public spending, it is also
a problem of personal choices… There are toxic
assets in banking and finance because there are
people who are interested in consuming them.
There are subprime mortgages that are made for
individuals. On the other hand, we have sovereign
debt levels much higher than we expected. Why?
Because we accepted to be indebted more than
what was sustainable in the long run. This is the
real manifestation of how a person or a society
could and would loose their moral compass. I
think this is the root of everything and the key
factor in our present predicament. It is a crisis in
which humanity is increasingly meaningless and
human transcendence is in jeopardy. We are in a
long crisis since 1945 when humankind started
loosing its moral compass. And in my opinion
the crisis of values is the real catalyst that opened
the door to the current financial crisis.
Since this crisis is more than political and economic, what
is the role of culture? How can Europe’s common culture
help us fashion an alternative future?
In my opinion in Europe we have all been living
in a state of illusion. People who once shared a
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social model and a model based on common val-
ues abandoned the cultural and social battle.
Nowadays it seems that the Berlin Wall, when it
fell, led to political confusion. Many leftwing par-
ties lost their common sense and perhaps even
their raison d’être. That was a mirage. The dicta-
torship of the blue collar workers and the power
of the lower classes of society was rapidly substi-
tuted by another dictatorship, that of relativism.
It comes from a society that lives far beyond its
means and far below its real possibilities. Thus
the cultural battle was lost from the beginning.
Parties from the right and the centre-right, such
as my own, won easily against leftwing parties in
the 1990s. 
However, with our electoral victories we seem-
ingly lost our sense of what represents perhaps
the biggest and most common enemy – rela-
tivism. Relativism is both a collective and an in-
dividual problem, it can govern a society and its
members. And it induces an illusion of calm and
happiness, as well as a sensation that we may
have rightwing parties in governments doing the
right thing. However this sensation hides some-
thing else – a cultural relativism. 
There is an important difference here between
Europe and the United States. In the U.S., the
battle has assumed a more conservative mask. In
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Europe instead we defeated the left but we ig-
nored the cultural battle. A large majority of cit-
izens is uncritically consuming the output of the
mass media and this is probably an important
sign of the relativism in our society. What is it
that we remember of the sixties, specifically from
the 1968 revolution? Or the French Revolution?
The modern revolutions in general? Our focus on
‘progress’ hides the loss of values and of tradi-
tional references in our society. We are left pow-
erless in the face of the cultural battle. 
Politicians have failed to respond to this new
condition. We are all slaves of opinion polls. And
as slaves of the polls, we only do what we have
to do in order to win elections. And even if we
think that there is a crisis in the ‘architecture of
values’, we do not include values in our political
programme. This, in turn, leads to a paradox:
with our policies and our politics, we have helped
bring about the crisis that is exacerbating the dic-
tatorship of relativism.
Is there any relation between liberalism and cultural rel-
ativism?
My preference is to engage with other thinkers
and politicians, including liberals. However, I
have no doubt that the reality is this: if liberalism
loses its moral compass and its direction, then it
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becomes undoubtedly relativist and even ex-
tremely relativist. The key word here is what in
Christianity is termed “the truth will set you free”.
If we use this in another sentence, for instance,
“Freedom will make you truly yourself”, then we
risk losing our moral compass. If liberalism is the
consequence of a “freedom [that] will make you
truly yourself”, then liberalism is mere relativism.
I think that there can be a form of liberalism
where the key idea is not this one. 
You have talked about freedom. How does this relate to
more rational behaviour?
In my personal opinion, reason, natural right,
natural law and everything, which is somehow in
the pre-political area or in the ‘pre-architecture’,
is linked to every person and their values. We
must fight to recover this. If we defend this, then
we are defending the meaning of democracy and
a democratic politics. And there is much more
ground to re-conquer. Furthermore, in recovering
this meaning we assume the meaning of a per-
son, of dignity, of reason and, of course, of nat-
ural law.
Christianity could contribute a lot to all these questions,
but is it currently possible in the European Parliament
to debate different values systems and build a common
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position? Is Christianity helpful or harmful in such de-
bates on ethics in politics?
We are living in a crisis or perhaps even in a
new era. New times. The old times were charac-
terised by a monopolisation of wealth, the estab-
lishment of state welfare and the expansion of
the middle class across the West. That is now
over. A burgeoning middle class, wealth and wel-
fare are no longer confined to our countries in
the West. Emerging economies exist. For a society
like ours and for Western countries, to survive
and prosper in a new era requires that individuals
change themselves and their behaviour. Citizens
have to change their personal orientation and,
more than any other person, democrats must
change their personal behaviour.
Catholics also have to change their personal
behaviour. Catholics are responsible to live more
authentically their beliefs and convictions, both
religious and non-religious. 
Having a crisis such as the current one, we fo-
cus our scepticism on economic and financial in-
stitutions, but this is a mistake. A crisis with these
characteristics is the first crisis of its genre – in
some sense similar yet also very different com-
pared with the financial turmoil experienced in
1929. However our biggest and most fundamen-
tal mistake is that we have not yet changed our
76
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 76
behaviour and we never ask ourselves what kind
of behaviour our society needs. I believe that the
world we are going to live in will require a new
humanist impetus. 
In my opinion, to talk about humanism is to
talk about Christianity. And precisely because of
this, I think that something we must do is to re-
view and renew the meaning of humanism and
the meaning of Christianity. If not, then tradition-
al parties will be the real losers in this crisis be-
cause their message will not be heard. This crisis
is not going to be harmless. It involves victims.
Those could be the euro, the Europe Union, tra-
ditional political parties or several institutions not
involved directly in the crisis. Parties with Chris-
tian roots such as mine have the duty to fight in
order no to be destroyed by the crisis. If they do
not, then the future will be in the hands of ‘ex-
tremists’ without Christian values. These people
have radicalized parties and a political discourse
with violent messages that purport to represent
the views of middle-class Europeans. 
Why have many centre-right parties abandoned their
Catholic roots?
Why does the mass media produce the sort of
output we see day by day? Because our times are
times of crisis – an ethical crisis and a crisis of
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decency. When people live far below their own
possibilities, they also search for low-quality
products in TV. All of us have seen the conse-
quences of a society without values. If politicians
are slaves of this kind of society, then real debate
does not exist any more. It so happens that politi-
cians are only a reflection of what society is.
Politicians are not much better or much worse
than the society they are part of. What we are
witnessing is a growing process of de-legitimation
that discredits politicians and public officials. As
I said before and would like to say again, this is
a crisis of decency and also of confidence. Con-
fidence in politics and politicians in European
democracies is collapsing. 
How do youth unemployment and closely connected social
problems affect the politics of countries such as Spain?
What can Europe do to help?
I am able to talk about my generation because
it is mine and it is easier. However, how to talk
about a generation that in some ways and at a
certain point in time lost its moral compass? We
grew up with the perception that being wealthy
and rich is the only thing that really counts. We
grew out believing that every few years our per-
sonal material well-being should be somewhat
enhanced – as if this progress was a part of our
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DNA. We grew up forgetting that in the societies
of our grandparents there was no such expecta-
tion about automatic progress. And today every-
body is surprised by what is going on with the fi-
nancial crisis and the economic recession. We
have been losing our moral compass, as I have
already suggested. And this happened in my gen-
eration, in the generation before and the gener-
ations that will follow. I can’t give a real descrip-
tion of the current generation. I have my sons
with me every day but I am not able to describe
them as a generation.
What I see is their problems and I know that
ultimately all these problems will pass. My only
fear is that this crisis will only pass with some
kind of explosion. This kind of crisis is not cycli-
cal. History shows that crises involve a tragedy at
some point. We must avoid a tragedy but it will
not be easy at all to do so. The problem is that
when a crisis comes there is no leadership. People
refuse leaders during turmoil, what they want and
wish is to live better as soon as possible. Leaders
tend to emerge in the aftermath of tragedies. Our
commitment today is to try not to move from the
crisis towards a tragedy. Being aware of this dan-
gerous step is critical. Instead of loosing control
and falling into a situation of unrest, we should
look forward and try to do everything right. One
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has to accomplish one’s duty more than ever. It
is the only way to avoid tragedy.
How we can include a dialogue and debate about values
in politics?
This is the most important idea. How do we
renew, reformulate and enhance our values?
How do we do this for tomorrow? How could
people with common ethical values and beliefs
dialogue among each other? We need time. Do
we spend enough time doing this? Do we know
how to dialogue with the Church? I think the an-
swer to all this questions is sadly no. I think that
we do not know as yet how to engage and con-
duct a dialogue. How much time do we spend
reading and having proper cultural debates? In
my opinion this should be carried out by a van-
guard among the laity holding the line against
relativism. This is a task and responsibility that
the Church cannot assume by its own. I mean
the Church as an institution. This institution to-
day has a powerful doctrine, especially its social
teaching, and it should be recognized that this
doctrine is well constructed, even if it not suffi-
cient. And it should be individuals free from the
constraint of organizations who will assume the
responsibility for waging this cultural and social
battle.
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In order to do this, a common dialogue is
needed both within the Church and beyond. We
also need to find people in the Church and else-
where, including people whose beliefs do not co-
incide with our beliefs and faith but with whom
we may agree on certain values. We need to find
points in common. Common places. And all this
requires a huge task in terms of dedication, time
and conscience. The best way to fight relativism
is to find a common way of understanding. We
need to find the capacity to offer the best of our
values. And what is clear is that we do not dedi-
cate enough time to this.
Is the cultural battle that characterises Spain determined
by the national context or is it part of a wider “culture war”?
To understand what is happening in Spain, we
need to remember that it is a peninsula, and it
seems to be the case that peninsulas become an
expression of acceleration and exaggeration.
Continents tend to represent the final expression
of crisis and tragedy. But the first manifestation
of a crisis and a tragedy usually occurs on a
peninsula. Look at the Balkans, Italy or indeed
Spain. We always tend to witness the acceleration
of historical developments and also exaggerated
responses to them. Since peninsulas are neither
islands nor continents, their geographical fea-
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tures make division and fracture in our societies
more likely. It is a good reason to explain not just
territorial problems in such countries but also a
natural trend towards acceleration, which is in
some sense our ‘cancer’. Spain is currently suf-
fering this illness and reacts to the crisis with ex-
aggeration. My country lives the crisis from this
sort of perspective. We are also witnessing effects
and reactions unknown in other European coun-
tries, especially in relation to social issues. 
The exaggerated radicalization is part of a rel-
ativism that is promoted by the current govern-
ment of Spain. This is the real problem of Spain.
Relativism is a cultural and also a social expres-
sion. It is a distinctly European illness. Neverthe-
less in Spain, it has acquired different dimensions
and reached a new scale. Relativism becomes
part of government policy and perhaps even a
government project. This is a government dedi-
cated to social engineering and not devoted to
resolving the major problems of its citizens. Ob-
viously this causes social tensions and unrest. By
contrast, in much of Europe relativism is not a
government-sponsored and -orchestrated project
but rather the dominant trend at a cultural level.
As such, it is not producing the same effects we
see in Spain. So somehow we should assert that
Spain is a vanguard of this kind of crisis. 
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Partly in response to the relativism that has spread since
the 1960s, there is a growing number of charismatic
movements in the Catholic Church that include many
young people. What is the significance for Europe’s cul-
tural battle?
In Spain and Italy there are indeed many such
movement. But I am a politician, not a philoso-
pher, a theologian or a sociologist… What I per-
ceive is that among clerical movements and po-
litical movements, there are growing differences
day by day. Nowadays there are fewer and fewer
politicians who have the courage to say that they
are Catholic. Thus, the gulf between politics and
religion in Europe is growing. Twenty years ago
there were more individuals who were dedicated
to politics and who saw no problems with their
beliefs in the public sphere. Today it seems that
the public sphere is not strictly political. And this
does not work. It is increasingly difficult to find
in a party such as mine a young man or a young
woman of twenty years or so who have religious
convictions and who intend to work and devote
themselves to politics. 
This is nothing short of a catastrophe. Be-
cause in politics we need new politicians with
no fears of showing who they really are, com-
bining their convictions and their personal be-
liefs with an ability and strength to work in the
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public arena. If we abandon this goal, then the
distance between the private and the public
sphere will continue to grow and this will be per-
nicious for politics and society as a whole. The
incapacity of having normal relations between
religion and politics will leave politics to a cer-
tain kind of politicians – those with fewer con-
victions and fewer reservations to pursue their
own benefits. This alone is a good reason to
find new people who are disposed to fighting
against relativism.
Thus it seems acceptable to organise lobbies
in order to defend economic interests but when
you have strong personal beliefs it appears that
communication breaks down and all efforts to
pursue this path are judged illegitimate. In my
opinion, it could and should be the other way
around. The stronger your conviction, the more
powerful will be the idea you transmit to others
and the bigger will be your effort to communicate
your ideas. We should not only secure economic
interest but also defend values and convictions
such as democracy or freedom. If in the end the
privatisation of beliefs and convictions restricts
public debate and produces introspective citi-
zens, then the result will be much the same. We
will lose the battle on cultural and social
grounds. Democracy needs a stronger defence ca-
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pability in order to respect deeper convictions
that are displayed by citizens.
The crisis of values is a word that I use most
of the time in the plural. Why? Because the first
consequence of relativism is a crisis of personal
values such as our courage to defend our beliefs
and convictions. There is now a strange sort of
reverential fear in our society to be labelled an
extremist or radical if we defend our ideals. Rel-
ativism makes moderates look like radicals or ex-
tremists and conservatives like retrogrades. Rela-
tivism has this effect: it radicalises our projection
and our image. A person with convictions is seen
as intolerant. That is why the crisis produces also
a lack of courage. We must avoid this.
Is it easier to act in the political field by displaying our
own convictions in the European context rather than at
the national level?
To me, it is difficult in the European Parlia-
ment to see the sum of relativist societies because
when you see them all together it is even harder.
We know in our political group that most of us
are Christian democrats, and when we come to
an economic debate in the parliament it is easy
for us to win some votes. However, when debates
are focused on family, abortion or issues on hu-
man life such as euthanasia, then it is certainly
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much more difficult because our group is divided
in two. 
In the European Parliament it is hard to de-
fend values in public. I think we must start from
this problem and begin from zero. In order to do
this, we need people with the capability to defend
values and to show their own ideas. Something
we must do in all the European countries is to
share values. Those values are at the forefront in
the European socio-cultural battle. If not, we will
be going backwards once again and we will be
governors of societies without values.
Could Catholic social teaching contribute to a better di-
alogue on fundamental ethical issues?
Without any doubt. I think Catholic social
teaching is a fundamental tool in order to pro-
mote humanism. In my opinion, the social doc-
trine of the Church is relevant for humanism. Is
it a better choice either to cut some taxes by one
percentage point or to raise the same taxes by
one percentage point? I think there are certain
questions where we should adopt a differentiated
stance. A good Christian does not distinguish
himself or herself from a bad one in deciding
about the level of taxation. What is really relevant
is that which Catholic social teaching has been
articulating for over a century, and that is the
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idea that the human being is – and should be –
at the centre of everything. Being focused on one
economic measure rather than another is not
necessarily an indication of being more socially
minded. The social doctrine of the Church is
much more than that. It is a way of finding the
real dimension of the individual person in every-
thing human beings and societies do. In that
sense, Catholic Christianity is the most optimistic
religion in the world.
If we believe this, then it might be the case oth-
er individuals without these beliefs will not be as
hopeful as we are. Because you see in a person
both a body and a soul, and that person is not
only alive in this world but also in the next life.
This is a reason to be optimistic and it is also a
strong source of hope. We should appreciate the
person and his dignity, his transcendence and his
reason to be. This is for me what the Church’s
social doctrine is all about.
So the expression of universalism could be a key way of
fighting relativism…
We should always try to reinforce our moral
strength through the power of being and acting
together. There is no moral force in being divided.
That is my personal reason to believe in nations
and in the European Union, and my wish of see-
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ing organizations binding people together. It is
impossible to believe in the EU without believing
in your own nation. My hope and my belief lies
with people who are capable to being together
with others who are not like them. You see, I am
from the Basque country, but I am perfectly able
to talk with a person from Madrid, Catalonia or
Andalusia. And also with a French or an Italian
person. I look for a project based in the power
of this union of regions and nations. And this is
also a key dimension of universality – trying to
search every day for more fields of solidarity. A
nation is a ground of solidarity. That is – or
should be – true for the EU too. This is our com-
mon direction, is it not? We must reinforce proj-
ects that tend to gather people together.
In this sense, the EU is a global laboratory to bind people
and nations together…
The EU is a big project, but the problem is
that we think that the EU could continue surviv-
ing with a culture of minimum effort. That is to-
tally absurd. It is such an important project that
the effort should be as important as the project
itself. It seems that the EU is a consequence of
the sort of time that politicians devote to their
hobbies. A politician works for his national gov-
ernment, in his region or city and when any time
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is left, it can be spent on the EU. Is that a good
way to see the future of the EU? After all, it is a
project that is more ambitious than any other na-
tional project. Completing national projects, we
must remember, has required unprecedented ef-
forts. How can we build the EU weekends? When
I was home secretary in Spain, I always asked
other colleagues whether it was really possible to
build Europe in the course of a brief meeting on
Fridays for a few hours. The EU needs more time
and efforts. How can we build a better Europe
based on the current situation of electoral lists?
The European lists do not match the necessary
ambition and required effort to consolidate and
expand the Union. 
The EU should have the chance to regenerate
itself. If it does not, then we will be devoured by
radicals and extremists on both left and right. In
that case, Europe would be dominated by ide-
ologies based on sentiments of anti-immigration,
xenophobia and nationalism. These sentiments
would help bring movements to power that
would replace political parties, such as my own,
that have their roots in Christian values of neigh-
bourly love, compassion and solidarity.
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This project is mainly about responses to the economic
and financial crisis in Europe taking into account some
ideas from Pope Benedict XVI and Cardinal Angelo Sco-
la. The first question is about your perception of the cri-
sis. Would you say that it is only a political and economic
crisis or would you also say that we can see a cultural
and perhaps even an anthropological dimension that is
about human behaviour and rival ideas about what hu-
man nature is?
Well, my point of view is very clear. For a long
time in this institution, I have supported the point
of view of an anthropological crisis for different
reasons that are linked to different data. It is pos-
sible for me to give you a lot of indicators, very
concrete evidence. In this manner it is possible to
understand that the crisis is an anthropological
crisis. I prefer to start from a judgment by Pope
Benedict XVI. In one of his books, the Pope says
that the most important dangers for contempo-
rary society are fundamentalism and relativism.
Now, the threat of fundamentalism is very clear:
to use the name of God for a project of power.
Here it is important to underline the Pope’s defi-
nition because in this sense fundamentalism is an
ideology and when you have an anthropological
crisis you have at the same time an ideology. 
Indeed, the great crisis at the end of the 19th
century and at the beginning of the 20th century
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1 Abortion in Europe and Spain 2010, Institute for Family Poli-
cies (IPF)
was a crisis characterised by ideologies. The only
difference was that for Fascism, Communism and
Nazism the word used as a pretext of a project
of power is the word “people”. Nowadays fun-
damentalists use the name of God but in the end
we have the same result: a conception of power
in which power is all and man is nothing. We are
also very clear about the numbers of fundamen-
talism: 3.000 murdered in the tragedy of the Twin
Towers, more than 100,000 killed in Algeria since
1992, 191 killed in Madrid’s Atocha Station in
2004. 
But what are the numbers of relativism? So
why did the Pope say that relativism is as dan-
gerous as fundamentalism? We have to under-
stand why. First of all, you can consider for ex-
ample the number of abortions: every 11 seconds
in Europe an abortion takes place.1 Is that a
number of deaths associated with relativism or
not? You have 15-16 million young people every
year linked to divorce in European families. Is
that a number which is indicative of our anthro-
pological crisis? If you consider for example a very
rich region in my country, the region of Lom-
94
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 94
bardy, and the problems in a Lombardian area
called Brianza: the characteristic of this area is
the very close link between families and small en-
terprises. In the same place you have the family
and the enterprise. But when you have a high rate
of divorce, you not only divide the family but also
the enterprise. Which are the economic and so-
cial consequences at this level? 
If you consider the reality of contemporary Eu-
rope, you have another impressive set of data
concerning demography. The EU has 27 mem-
ber-states and about 530 millions inhabitants.
Only 75 million are less than 25 years old. This
is maybe a high number, but if you consider
Egypt, with 80 millions inhabitants and 50 mil-
lions who are less than 25 years old. It means
that a single country in the Mediterranean area
has more than the half of the young people of
the whole of Europe. In which sense is this data
evidence of an anthropological crisis? In a very
clear sense: it means that there is a generation
that has no reason to build a family, to have chil-
dren or to win “the battle of life”. There are two
reasons for our current crisis. Clearly that are
many reasons linked to financial mechanisms and
the economic situation but at the origin or the
roots of this situation you have anthropological
reasons. 
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This a very important argument because it changes the
public, political debate…
I can give you some articles of mine with all
the data in relation to relativism. When it was
possible for me to visit other countries such as
Poland, this also became clear to me. Poland has
been free for 25 years, no more. The Poles be-
came a democracy after 1981 and they started
their process of democracy in 1981. But when I
discuss with young people, I hear that in this
country which is at the beginning of its freedom
and its renaissance, even young people do not
have much hope. Is it clear that there are anthro-
pological reasons for the current crisis.
Do you sense that after the events linked to the economic
and financial crisis the debate in Europe is beginning to
change? 20 years ago no one was talking about rela-
tivism, at least not the mainstream public. Pope John
Paul II talked about a culture of death but this was re-
jected as reactionary. Is it your sense that public political
debate is changing because of the sheer scale of the cri-
sis?
I have a very clear opinion about this. Curi-
ously my opinion is not so popular because I con-
sider that at different levels in institutions we
have a clearer judgement about the crisis that in
society at large. Not in every institutions, not in
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every case. By the way, I would include the
churches as part of our institutions. It is true that
if you go around various countries it is not so
simple to find this judgement. When you are
obliged to choose continuously in a consumerist
vision, then shopping becomes virtually compul-
sive. That is a very simple example but nonethe-
less a dramatic one because in such a context it
is not possible for you to focus on the underlying
problem. I have met some people in different in-
stitutions who have a clear vision of the crisis.
For example this morning I met the Minister of
Foreign Affairs of Egypt who was very clear about
the contradiction of the situation in the Mediter-
ranean. In countries like Algeria, Egypt or Tunisia
you not have a crisis of hope. You have the temp-
tation to transform the hope of young people in-
to desperation and the desire for genuine recon-
ciliation into hatred and into an attack against
existing institutions. 
On our side, in the West the situation is very
different and you have a lot of indicators for the
nature and depth of our crisis. One of the most
interesting pieces of research I have recently read
was from the Compagnia delle Opere in Italy. They
investigated the relations between fathers and
sons that have an enterprise in order to under-
stand better why the son gives up the family busi-
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ness to have a career in finance. This is incredible
because only a man without hope decides in this
manner. Without hope, he has no reason to try,
to struggle, to fight for the enterprise and for the
family. I have also met different realities in Eu-
ropean societies that indicate profound changes.
Normally the first element is the demographic
issue: normally when you meet hope you meet
families with children. In this sense Christian
movements are interesting because normally this
is their philosophy. It is also an economic phi-
losophy, a philosophy of communitarianism.
People try to improve their condition. There are
different elements but it is clear that at this mo-
ment we do not have the sort of decisions and
commitments that in the past produced positive
effects…
Here one clear example is European culture
at the end of the 19th century and at the begin-
ning of the 20th century when we have had a
great movement of cooperatives. It was a very
important economic movement, the conse-
quence of a vision and of an anthropology –
linked to another pope, Pope Leo X and also
Pope Pius X and Pope Pius XI. Sometimes we
have had the possibility in that situation to link
immediately this judgment to the experience of
people because there was education. Now we re-
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turn to the supreme problem of all the problems:
we need education because the real emergency
is an educative emergency. 
This is a very complicated issue because for
example a common characteristic of the current
system of education in Europe is the inability to
educate pupils. Education is organised in such a
way as to inform, to give instructions, to give da-
ta, to give facts. I have discussed with many
teachers in European countries and I have met a
lot of teachers who told me: “why I must edu-
cate? If truth does not exist, why I must educate?
I have only to inform in a manner that the pupils
are free to decide”. And when I responded, “if
you are convinced that the truth does not exist,
which is the subject of your information? What
do you communicate?” Politics is the last step, it
is only the last consequence because politics is
cynical. If I understand as a politician that people
are interested in shopping, I give them shop-
ping…
…and if politicians give people more opportunities for
shopping, the people will vote for them….
Normally politicians are not prophets because
they know that the destiny of prophets is a bad
destiny. Politicians are interested in solving prob-
lems. But to solve immediate problems and not
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to solve problems for the next generation because
the election are now and not in the next life. That
is the reason why I consider politics to be the last
step in a long process. Normally politics is no
worse than what you can see in society. The real
problem is in society because the real problem is
in the heart of men. We live in a time in which
we have a generation that has no reason to win
‘the battle for life’. That much is clear.
Let us talk about political compromise. In a world char-
acterised by the coexistence of different cultures, religions
and opinions that sometimes clash violently with each
other, how it could be possible to reach a “noble com-
promise” in favour of the common good? 
I have a very clear example about this issue
and we must consider the concept of dialogue
because normally dialogue is a word in which the
result may be a compromise. But normally we
consider dialogue as follows: I give to you my rea-
sons and you do the same with me and we realize
what we call in Italian: “io faccio un passo verso di
te, tu fai un passo verso di me e ci mettiamo d’accordo”
(“I make a step towards you, you make a step to-
wards me and we come to an agreement”). But
if I said a stupid thing to you and you did the
same with me and we find a compromise on this
basis, we could bring about a disaster for a gen-
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eration. What does it mean to have a dialogue,
to find a compromise, to look for a ‘noble com-
promise’? We are obliged to link the word “dia-
logue” to the word “truth” in the sense that com-
promise is “fare un passo avanti verso la verità”
(“make a step forwards in the direction of the
truth”). The truth is neither mine nor yours, and
it is not in my pocket, not something which any-
one can possess. The truth is a reality that is out-
side of us, and it is possible for us to discover the
truth. For this reason Greeks called it aletheia
(), the unveiling of a mystery. So the dif-
ficulty today of referring to politics as the search
for a ‘noble compromise’ is exactly because we
pretend that politics must be far from the truth.
But this is not reasonable or coherent. 
Why politics must be linked to the truth? I
would like to use an example: it is clear that the
goal of a watch is to indicate the time. I am free
to use the watch in this manner according to its
nature but I could also use a watch as food for
someone and I would kill him. More clearly, in
this case I would use the watch against its own
nature. Now it is very easy to understand the goal
of a watch, or that of a bottle but it is not so
easy to understand the goal of man. What is the
goal of man? How we must organize a system of
education that respects the goal of man and the
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nature of humanity? How to organize an health
system that respects the goal of man and respects
his right to birth and death when his time comes?
How to organize a system of production or a sys-
tem of pensions? This is politics and this is exactly
the reason why politics is linked to the truth. It is
not possible for politics not to respect the goal
of reality. And when politics does not respect the
goal of reality, we have no politics, just ideology. 
In history when Lenin and Stalin were in power
in Russia before creating the Soviet Union, they
wanted a society for the workers but at that time
there were only farmers in Russia; so they killed
the farmers, 20 million of them, the kulaki, in or-
der to create a society that they had in their
mind. When Hitler wrote his book Mein Kampf,
he wrote “the man is the best in the universe” but
in another page he wrote “Jews are not human
beings”. So this is a sort of shock between logic
and metaphysics, in a manner that you oblige re-
ality to become what you want and thereby pol-
itics becomes ideology. When politics becomes
ideology, it is not possible to search for a ‘noble
compromise’ but it is only possible to realise a
reality that does not exist in reality.
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After his studies of Law, Political Science and History at the Universities of Bonn and Gene-
va as well as at the Institut des Hautes Études Internationales in Geneva (1968-1973),
Hans-Gert Pöttering completed his PhD studies in Law 1975 with a doctoral thesis about
Konrad Adenauer’s Security Policy of the years 1955-1963 as contribution to the German-
US-Relationship (“Adenauers Sicherheitspolitik 1955-1963. Ein Beitrag zum deutsch-amerikanischen
Verhältnis”). In 1989, he was appointed as Lecturer and in 1995 as Honorary Professor at
the University of Osnabrueck. Hans-Gert Pöttering became at first Chairman of the Young
Christian Democrats regional committee (1974-1976, Osnabrueck county) and afterwards,
in 1990, Chairman of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in the district of Osnabrueck
(1990-2010). Since 1999 he has been Member of the Federal Board of CDU.
Today, he is the only Member of the European Parliament who has served continously
since the first direct election in 1979 to present. From 1984 to 1994 he was Chairman of
the subcommittee on “Security and Disarmament”. In 1994 he then became Vice-Chairman
of the EPP group in the European Parliament until he was elected as Chairman of the EPP-
ED (christian democrats) group from 1999 until 2007. From January 2007 until July 2009,
Hans-Gert Pöttering served as the 12th President of the European Parliament since its first
direct election. He is currently Chairman of the Working Group on the Middle East and
Member of the Committee for Foreign Affairs (AFET).
Furthermore, Hans-Gert Pöttering became Chairman of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung in
January 2010.
His various publications include “Europas vereinigte Staaten – Annäherung an Werte und Ziele.”
(1991) and “Von der Vision zur Wirklichkeit. Auf dem Weg zur Einigung Europas.” (2004).
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The current crisis seems to be a crisis of ‘economic rea-
son’. Much of modern economics is based on the assump-
tion of perfect rationality. Yet at the same time, the be-
haviour of markets in times of boom and bust is frequent-
ly irrational – examples include panic, herd behaviour
and hoarding. This raises fundamental questions about
what is reasonable, as Pope Benedict and Cardinal Scola
have repeatedly stressed. More specifically, do individual
interests and utility alone produce economically reason-
able acts?
We need to relate our economic order back to
our conception of the image of man. Our image
of man suggests that human beings are respon-
sible themselves but also for their community and
society. That is our Christian conception of man
as person. Each person has the duty of responsi-
bility for him- or herself and in equal measure re-
sponsibility for their community. This Christian
conception of man includes the twin principles
of solidarity and subsidiarity. For our economic
order, this means that we advocate a social mar-
ket economy, as the Lisbon Treaty stipulates for
the entire EU. In turn, this implies that we defend
the market because market actors, i.e. people
themselves, are in a better position to shape the
market than the best bureaucrats in Brussels,
Berlin, Rome or wherever else. But the market is
no end in itself. Instead, the market bears respon-
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sibility for people, it has a social dimension. For
that reason, the market requires an order, that is
to say, it requires rules. And it is on this principle
that we must found our economic order and it is
this that provides a reasonable basis for the econ-
omy.
In addition to rules and an emphasis on our conception
of man, what else is required to promote a reasonable
politics and to strengthen the social market economy
model across Europe?
We need to be clear that we do not support
capitalism. The problem is that capitalism means
unfettered, unregulated markets. Nor do we de-
fend any form of collectivism whereby markets
are entirely controlled by the state. Instead, we
promote a ‘third way’ and this must be translated
into concrete legislation, for example competition
policy. What we do not need are monopolies in
the economy that determine everything. Rather,
we require structures of competition. For the fi-
nancial sector, this entails rules and regulations.
In a European context, that means further EU leg-
islation in the area of financial services. That is
the work that is currently being done.
What role can the European Parliament play in this re-
spect? The Lisbon Reform Treaty has expanded the EP’s
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powers and competencies. Is the Parliament in a position
to shape the political debates, inject ideas and contribute
to the decision-making process?
It is indeed a priority task for the Parliament
to take position on the key questions in ways that
I have just indicated. Of course the EP is also an
important actor, as joint co-legislator together
with the Council of Ministers. But it is only pos-
sible to assume this role of actor if the EP has
taken position on the substantive issues. That is
why we in the Parliament need to make sure that
the EU’s economic order is a social market econ-
omy model and not a model of unfettered, un-
regulated markets.
Do you see any potential for a consensus in the EP be-
yond party political lines in relation to the strengthening
of the social market economy? Is there support in the EP
for the idea of a civil economy (economia civile) along
the lines of Pope Benedict XVI’s social encyclical “Caritas
in veritate”?
If by consensus we mean unanimity, then that
is not the case. However, I do see a very large ma-
jority of the European Parliament in support of
the concept of social market economy. In fact,
an overwhelming majority of the Parliament
called for the inclusion of this notion in the Lis-
bon Reform Treaty. It is the specificity of the EP
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to reach a broad, majoritarian position on fun-
damental issues. Such a broad, majoritarian po-
sition is necessarily one that exceeds the dividing
lines of political parties.
Do the actions of the European Parliament on funda-
mental issues such as the promotion of the social market
economy model carry symbolic meaning as well as have
practical consequences? Does the EP influence national
debates in a positive way and can it therefore be said to
play a pioneering role?
I would not like to use the notion of ‘pioneer-
ing role’. Rather, I would prefer to speak of our
shared responsibility – the responsibility of the
European Parliament and that of national par-
liaments to address important economic, politi-
cal and social questions in our countries and so-
cieties. This should ideally be done through a
good partnership between the EP and national
parliaments.
The Lisbon Reform Treaty has modified the relations be-
tween the EP and national parliaments. What has
changed in this institutional relationship? Or is it pre-
mature to draw any conclusions about the new dynamic?
Long before the entry into force of the Lisbon
Treaty the cooperation between the EP and na-
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tional parliament was strong and effective. As the
head of EPP parliamentary group in the EP and
subsequently as the President of the EP, I have al-
ways promoted these links in informal ways. Now
that we have the Lisbon Treaty, my sense is that
thanks to their growing cooperation, the EP and
national parliaments see themselves increasingly
as partners who promote the same interests and
values – chief of all, strengthening democracy and
the principles of parliamentary rule in the EU.
Do the cooperative relations between the EP and national
parliaments contribute to a better institutional balance
within the EU, i.e. between the legislature, the executive
and the judiciary?
Each institution of the EU has its own role and
each institution must assume this role responsi-
bly. But it is imperative on all to cooperate and
act as partners.
Does the Lisbon Reform Treaty allow the EP more gen-
erally to play a greater role, to contribute ideas to the
policy-making process as well as to shape legislation and
its implementation?
Absolutely. For many year, we in the European
Parliament have fought for more competencies
and powers. Now that the EP has been granted
more such competencies and powers, we won’t
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1 Cardinal Angelo SCOLA, Buone ragioni per la vita in comune. Re-
ligione, politica, economia (Milano: Mondadori, 2010), p. 53.
allow any other institution to restrict our remit
or constrain our role. On the contrary, we defend
our powers and exercise our role with confidence
and on the basis of European law.
I would like to ask you about the common values that
can help bring about majorities in the European Parlia-
ment beyond the dividing lines of political parties. In re-
lation to European debates on values, Cardinal Scola has
repeatedly spoken of a “noble compromise”.1 What con-
clusions or lessons can you draw from your long-standing
experience of how the EP operates?
I think that the notion of a ‘noble compromise’
is most appropriate. Just like the notion of ‘social’
in the concept of ‘social market economy’, the no-
tion of ‘nobility’ is an important complement. If
we merely speak of ‘compromise’, then this is
hardly something positive. But the notion of ‘no-
bility’ includes such a positive element. My experi-
ence in the EP – where I am by now the only MEP
who has been a member on a continuous basis
since the first direct elections in 1979 – teaches
me that the EU, more so than other political com-
munities, only has a future if all the key actors are
prepared to come to a ‘noble compromise’.
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To be sure, each country has its own national
interests. However, we need to recognise that ul-
timately the common interest of the Union as a
whole offers the only genuine chance to defend
and promote national, regional and local inter-
ests. This means that we need to pool sovereignty
and exercise it jointly in ways and at levels that ex-
ceed the purely national context. Only on that ba-
sis are we in a position to preserve the diversity of
Europe, which is a great asset and source of
strength. What needs to be upheld and extended
is Europe’s unity-in-diversity. Such an endeavour
will only succeed if all the participant member-
states and other European actors recognise their
mutual interests and achieve a balance between
interests, values and conceptions of the future.
Now that would be a ‘noble compromise’ in the
European context. Whoever in Europe is unable
or unwilling to reach a ‘noble compromise’ will
ultimately destroy European unity. Europe requires
decisions on the basis of a ‘noble compromise’.
When it comes to attaining a ‘fair compromise’ in the
EP, is this a matter of national and Community interests
or do notions such as the ‘common good’ and the ‘good
life’ also shape debates and policy outcomes?
I think that a more holistic view of politics and
a focus on the common good of society will in
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future come once again to the fore of debates
and policy-making. We live in times of increasing
social differentiation and atomisation. Many
groups merely look to their own sectional inter-
est. If this process of atomisation continues
apace, then our societies won’t exist for much
longer as societies. For this reason we politicians
have continuously to define that which is binds
us together and that which we share in common.
Let me illustrate this point with reference to cli-
mate change. If we do not manage to act collec-
tively and protect the natural world we all inhabit
but instead merely focus on the self-interests such
as those of economic actors (whose behaviour of-
ten damages the environment), then politics will
head in the direction and reach an impasse. What
we need to do is to discern the common good,
and that this the protection of our created order.
In this context, the notion of common good is of
great significance. Everyone of us needs to under-
stand that we will only be able to defend the dig-
nity of each if we defend the dignity of all. That is
the basis of the common good.
Following the issues of the social market economy model
and the role of the EP, I would like to touch on a second
set of questions about the state of Europe after the recent
financial crisis and also more fundamental questions
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about the EU integration and enlargement process. The
current crisis is not confined to finance or the economy
but also affected Europe’s political systems. This raises
questions about whether the EU’s integration and en-
largement process can proceeds unchanged or whether a
new impulse is required.
The general policy underpinning the European
integration process has been extraordinarily suc-
cessful. It was so successful because our values
within the European Community exercised a
‘magnetic pull’ on the formerly Communist coun-
tries in Central and Eastern Europe. If today
countries as diverse as the Baltic States, Poland,
the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia,
Romania and Bulgaria have become members of
the EU, then this clearly shows that our commu-
nity of values has prevailed. The dignity of human
persons, human rights, democracy, peace, the
rule of law and other values have prevailed. This
is a great success, which was hardly apparent
back in 1979 when the European Parliament was
for the first time directly elected by the citizens
of the member-states of the then European Eco-
nomic Community. Eastern enlargement was a
vision, a wish and a dream. The fact that this has
come to be true in our lifetime – including Ger-
man reunification – had not been anticipated or
predicted by anyone.
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All this is a question of values and for this rea-
son values are the centre of Europe – something
we must never forget. Institutionally, the Euro-
pean integration process has been equally suc-
cessful. With each treaty, integration has become
stronger. Now that the Lisbon Treaty has entered
into force, we need to remember that it is not the
final treaty. It is however a very important treaty
because its ratification and entry into force marks
the triumph of democracy and parliamentary rule
across the EU. In future the challenge is to match
the legal and political opportunities and possi-
bilities with substantive content and thereby to
develop a series of common policy positions. Ex-
amples include energy policy, foreign policy and
many other policy areas. All the instruments and
institutions are in place. What we now require is
political will and determination to shape and im-
plement common policy positions for all 27
member-states. 
Would you say that in future we might see a growing con-
flict between greater integration and further enlarge-
ment?
I do indeed foresee possible conflicts between
integration and enlargement. The enlargement
process that has taken place to date carries im-
portant lessons. The most important one is that
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we cannot go on and enlarge the EU without lim-
it. To be sure, the Balkan countries will gradually
join the Union, namely those countries to the
north of Greece and to the south of Slovenia.
This is a long-term process, and each of these
countries will have to be assessed on the basis of
its own progress and in terms of the accession
criteria and negotiations. But I am adamant that
the idea of incorporating countries such as
Turkey or the Ukraine is wholly incompatible with
the principle of strengthening the Union. That is
why I argue for good, constructive relations with
neighbouring countries such as the Turkey and
the Ukraine, including a privileged partnership –
but not full membership in the EU. It is my firm
conviction that such a move would stretch the
Union politically, culturally, financially and geo-
graphically beyond breaking point.
May I return briefly to the cultural dimension of Euro-
pean integration and enlargement? Jacques Delors’ no-
tion of the European Community as a “Christian Club”
has often been dismissed as unhelpful and exclusive. But
could it not be argued that Europe’s Christian identity
can be a great asset in our attempts to integrate and in-
corporate other cultures and religions, especially in a con-
text of pluralism and at a time when the model of mul-
ticulturalism is in deep crisis?
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The roots of the EU, like those of Europe as a
whole, go back to Christianity and also to the
legacy and transmission of Judaism. To deny the
EU its Christian roots would be to my mind a fa-
tal move. However, this does not mean that the
EU is a “Christian club” – if one wishes to make
use of this notion. The reason is that there are
many other convictions that are neither Jewish
nor Christian in origin. However, it is hard to ig-
nore just how strong Europe’s Christian origins
are, not least because they have shaped Europe
for many centuries. This legacy includes, in par-
ticular, the dignity of the human person, the pro-
tection of human life and many other core values.
Peaceful dialogue with the Muslim world is much
easier when one has religious convictions such as
Christian (or Jewish) ones. This is so because
people with religious beliefs have on balance a
better mutual understanding of each other.
Of course we must reject all forms of religious
fundamentalism. Religious fundamentalism al-
ways means that people are prepared to use force
on behalf of their own faith. Renouncing violence
is – and must be – an absolute condition that
should never be compromised. Cultural and reli-
gious dialogue should be grounded in the ab-
sence of violence. Christians with their own be-
liefs and convictions are to my mind in a better
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position to conduct a peaceful dialogue with
Muslims than those who lack any religious beliefs
or convictions.
For this reason, I recommend that we include
our own religious beliefs and convictions in ap-
propriate ways in the expanding dialogue with
Muslims. It would be right to ground such a di-
alogue on the principle of tolerance. In my opin-
ion, tolerance implies that people have their own
positions and that they respect the positions of
others but not necessarily accept them as such.
In this sense, tolerance is not and cannot be a
one-way street. It is for this reason that we defend
the rights of Christians in predominantly Muslim
societies, just as we defend the rights of Muslims
in Western societies that are largely shaped by
Christian values.
Are you seeing a difference in the current public, political
debates on Europe’s cultural and religious identity – com-
pared with debates five or ten years ago? What has been
the contribution by Pope Benedict XVI. and Angelo Car-
dinal Scola?
I reckon that the intervention and actions of
Pope Benedict XVI and Cardinal Scola have been
very significant indeed, not only for the discus-
sion within the Catholic Church and Christian
communities more generally but for the world as
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a whole. On the basis of what the Pope and the
Cardinal have conveyed, we Christians have be-
come more aware of our own rots and values. In
turn, on that basis we are in a better position to
engage in peaceful dialogue with people of other
cultures and other faiths.
In the course of this interview you have mentioned that
the EU is not coextensive with the whole of Europe. In
addition to closer economic cooperation, what are bases
are available for better ties with neighbouring countries
such as Russia or the Ukraine? What is your assessment
of the attempt by Chancellor Merkel and President
Sarkozy to launch discussions about a security community
with Russia at the summit meeting in Deauville on 18-
19 October 2010? Could such a dialogue promote con-
fidence-building measures and foster better mutual un-
derstanding?
With 27 member-states and about 500 million
inhabitants, the EU needs peaceful and neigh-
bourly relations with other countries on its bor-
ders and in its vicinity. Russia and the Ukraine
are important countries, especially Russia with
its nuclear arsenal. It is in our fundamental inter-
est to establish good, neighbourly relations with
Moscow. This is true across a wide range of is-
sues and policy areas: security policy, energy sup-
ply, trade and economic exchange or the issue of
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climate change. Without Russia it is impossible
to face up to numerous challenges on the Euro-
pean continent in a meaningful way.
However, it is necessary to state that we want
to encourage Russia to address its own Commu-
nist past. In Germany, it would totally unthink-
able to try to present the awful and criminal pe-
riod of national-socialism in a positive light or to
portray Hitler in a positive way. But in Russia this
is still possible when it comes to Stalin. While ac-
knowledging the efforts that have been undertak-
en to begin to address the past, we need to en-
courage Russia to go further and engage more
critically with the past and the crimes of Stalin
and others. The path to a better future requires
that countries come to terms with their history,
as I think the Germans have shown in relation to
national-socialism (even if I do not want to praise
my country’s efforts excessively).
In your opinion, are there signs for a “reset” in Russian-
Polish relations? What chances do you see in relation to
the efforts in the direction of a Russian-Polish process of
reconciliation, which are encouraged and supported by
Germany and the rest of Europe?
I would welcome wholeheartedly if Russia and
Poland – whose shared history includes many
tragic events – moved in the direction of greater
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mutual understanding and an enduring partner-
ship. This would also benefit the entire Union
and its relations with Russia. All efforts, which
contribute to a better understanding of history
and help countries come to terms with their past
– and thereby assist the quest for historical truth
– promote a better, common future among na-
tions.
In this context, can the rapprochement between the Ro-
man-Catholic and the Russian-Orthodox Church support
the political process of mutual understanding and recon-
ciliation?
I believe that the Roman-Catholic and the
Russian-Orthodox Church have an important
task and role to play in this respect. We have
common Christian roots and these encompass
the principle of loving one’s neighbour. If this
principle and the principle of respecting the other
are applied to communities and not just to the
people closest to us, then what usually follows is
peaceful cooperation between different churches.
The principle of loving one’s neighbour also has
the potential to promote a politics of partner-
ship, mutual understanding and cooperation.
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Doctor of sociology, lecturer, expert, politician and social activist. 
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URBAN. He is committed to the work of the European Parliament to promote dialogue
with churches. Chair of the working group “Values and Liberties” in the framework of the
European People’s Party think tank European Ideas Network. 
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What do you think the current crisis is really about? Is it
just an economic and political crisis, related to the finan-
cial markets, possibly a lack of regulation or the wrong
kind of regulation? Or do you think that we would be
well advised to think about some of the cultural and per-
haps even anthropological dimensions?
I don’t think you can say that this is also an
anthropological or in a way a cultural crisis. This
crisis is one of the consequences of globalisation
and global thinking, and I think it was inevitable
that one day something would happen in the
economy and in the world. For a while, we were
thinking that we are facing global processes. Of
course all this gave rise to “think globally, act lo-
cally” and slogans like this. But in fact we got
used to thinking about globalisation as some-
thing normal, something which is maybe difficult,
maybe complicated but something which in fact
is something that is part of the economic
“paysage”, so to speak. But we should have
thought that if something happens which is neg-
ative, the consequences would not be local but
global. Maybe this is the first time that the peo-
ple discovered that globalisation is something
very real. Of course we can think that economic
crises happened in the 1920s or 1930s but then
it was different. Globalisation at that time was
not a real process. Today everybody is aware that
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if something happens, for example in the United
States, the consequences could be felt around
the whole world. If something happens in China
one day, the consequences would affect all the
EU members states and all the people around the
world. Before, we had the tendency to think glob-
ally about wars, world wars, total wars, global
wars. But the global crisis has very concrete local
consequences because the consequences are not
the same and these consequences are going on.
So we can even see, like the tsunami, that if
something happened in the United States, we
wouldn’t see the consequences until two or three
years later. A member-state of the EU could col-
lapse as a consequence of the crisis that hap-
pened two years ago. So I think it is something
completely new and that people did not think
about that. The problem of scale and the grow-
ing awareness of a global scale are very important
elements of this crisis. 
The second element is the problem of relation
between morality and economy, and I think that
the economy should be directly linked to notions
of the common good, the good in general, not
only profit. It was something obvious, something
we were aware of from the very beginning, but I
think this is the first time that everybody discov-
ers that in fact the real basis or the real cause of
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this crisis is not the typical process that happens
in the economy, a typical recession, but some-
thing which is caused by the immoral way of
thinking about the relation between, for example,
the banks and the clients. Nor is that very new.
Everybody knew that it is like this that someone
who holds money has this tendency to treat his
client in a very immoral way. We used to think
about this in a local way, something that “hap-
pens”. But we never thought that it can cause a
big process and have real global consequences.
And I think that this is again a kind of shocking
therapy: we cannot divide the problem of moral-
ity and the economy. 
This is just one element that is integrated. For
me, this crisis which we are facing is in fact based
on this separation between morality and the
economy. That means, according to the principle
of how can we make profits and organize the
economy, not just taking into account morality
in the economy but also in each domain of hu-
man life. It is not that we should have adopt
moral behaviour in all domains except the econ-
omy. I think that this way of thinking about prof-
its and efficiency has collapsed. I think that the
world after this crisis will be different; it does not
mean that it will be better but I think it will be
different. Everybody will be much more aware of
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the consequences of decisions. I think this is the
real problem of the crisis. I do not think that hu-
man nature has changed, if human nature can
ever change, of course. I do not think that human
character has changed or that something from
an anthropological point of view has changed. I
do not think that the cultural background has
changed. Maybe it will provoke a different way
of thinking. In this sense we will see changes in
the culture and in the way of patterns of behav-
iour. But I think this is much more about discov-
ering the real dangers, which exist in the economy
if we are isolated from morality.
If I can ask you about your experience in EP both in terms
of your own work and also the activity of the Parliament.
Can notions like morality or a more rational and reason-
able behaviour play a role in the Parliament? Do they
affect debates on parliamentary committees or in discus-
sions that you have? Can you appeal to reason to per-
suade colleagues that more morality is needed in eco-
nomic policy-making?
Yes, surprisingly it is very common. We have a
tendency as Christian politicians to think that by
definition we use this kind of category and that
others who are not Christian do not use it. That
is not true. Non-Christians use it but in a differ-
ent way because of course when there is a dis-
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cussion about the crisis in the EP or in the special
task force called CRIS (in which I do not take
part) we can hear that the real problem is moral.
Depending on political views the way of express-
ing is different because some of the colleagues
that come from the left, for example, will use the
expressions such as that “the rich people have
cheated the poor people and they want to max-
imise their profit; the victims are the poor peo-
ple”. They describe as immoral behaviour rich
people who are not morally oriented because
they just want to make profit at the expense of
other people. Those on the right will not say “the
rich and the poor”; they say blame instead “those
people who have the possibility” and they call
their behaviour absolutely immoral. It does not
matter if they are rich or poor; politicians on the
right look just at their behaviour. I do not think
that this way of thinking about morality or ethics
is absent. Everybody is aware that something is
going wrong in all the decision-making processes.
There are people who do not think about the
consequences, or maybe think about conse-
quences but mainly think about efficiency, prof-
its, etc. 
In my experience in the EP, speaking about the
problem of ethics in the economy after the crisis
is quite common for everybody. But the way of
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interpreting this is based on different systems of
values. The way of expressing such ideas is also
different; it depends on which part of the EP
someone is coming. The very typical element of
using notions such as human nature is for us
Christians different from the others. In general I
think that there is something new after a crisis:
the consequences are seen not only by the econ-
omy but also by the behaviour of the banks, gov-
ernments, businessmen who are not honest in
their behaviour. It is like the crisis in Greece which
is not only a consequence of this crisis but also of
the behaviour of Greece. Some say that “this is
the Greek authority who are lying; they did not
tell the truth”. Others would say that the problem
in Greece came from the problems of German
and French banks that are involved and they knew
the truth and they did not share the truth with
the others. This is something that is again com-
pletely immoral. It is not just about money. This
debate is not only about money but is about the
content: that which is behind the money, the be-
haviour and system of values. This is my experi-
ence and I think that we are not the only ones as
Christians who are thinking those things in those
terms. At the same time, I think that for our col-
leagues from the left this issue is more difficult
because they do not have the same instruments
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that we have. We have our system of values that
is quite important. They are looking for the typical
difference between rich and poor which can ex-
plain everything. But it cannot explain everything;
it is not a problem of “rich and poor”.
When you interact with colleagues in the EP, do you dis-
cover a lot of common ground as well as differences? If
there are differences, are they more ideological or more
geographical?
I do not think that the differences among
MEPs are primarily national, at least not in this
case. It is much more ideological but not in terms
of the real content. Rather, it is much more in
the way of explaining and interpreting reality. This
is the difference of ideological backgrounds be-
cause everybody is looking for an explanation ac-
cording to his or her rational system because he
or she could find the right instruments to explain
what happens. These ideological differences are
much more important than the national context. 
Do you also find that religious beliefs also shape peoples’
perception of the crisis and how they try to explain it?
How does religion fit in to some of these ideological dif-
ferences, both on the right and on the left?
Religion fits into this picture but not directly.
When we read the social encyclical “Caritas in
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veritate” by Pope Benedict XVI which touches di-
rectly on the problem of the crisis, we cannot
say that the whole text is very religious in a sin-
gle way. It is very deeply rooted in religious
thinking but in fact they are non-religious argu-
ments that can be used in this debate. People
who share a religious background have a basis
and instruments which make it easier for them.
Christians are not afraid of entering in this kind
of debate. A debate about morality in each do-
main of human life is something normal for
someone who is coming from a religious back-
ground. The economy is just one of those do-
mains. To be clear, it is not about using religious
arguments because it is not the best way in such
a case to explain the economic crisis. Rather, it
is to use a way of thinking, a background and a
value system. 
Christians have the norms which come from
religion and those norms are very clear; it is not
very difficult to have a strong sense on what is
the common good. It does not matter if others
who are not Christian define it as the common
good or not. But it does not change anything for
us because we are educated like this. We are
coming from this background which is based on
responsibility vis-à-vis the other, vis-à-vis partners,
clients, citizens etc. The notion of responsibility
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vis-à-vis another person is something crucial. This
is the way of thinking which in some sense is eas-
ier. The problem is not whether someone is rich
or poor but that he or she is another person and
I am responsible for them, just as they are re-
sponsible for me. It is much broader than wealth
or poverty. This is why I say: religion does not af-
fect our understanding of the crisis directly, but
indirectly, it absolutely does. 
How important do you think the idea of more rational,
more reasonable forms of behaviour is? If we make the
argument that the crisis reveals irrational and irrespon-
sible behaviour, is it helpful to appeal to reason as a guid-
ing principle, which is neither purely religious or exclu-
sively non-religious?
When we return to the beginning of the crisis,
you have the behaviour of someone who was ra-
tional in a way, using clients whose behaviour
should have been rational but it was not. It was
not the situation that both of them were not ra-
tional. Someone who is guilty can nevertheless be
rational and even responsible in terms of his be-
haviour. The problem is that taking responsibility
vis-à-vis other persons is to be responsible and
also to make others aware of shared responsibil-
ity. Indeed, it is to make people aware of the pos-
sible consequences of their actions on others.
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Everybody is responsible for his or her own life
and free in his or her choice. 
If we think in this way, we should help others
become aware of all the consequences and all the
possibilities of adopting rational behaviour, es-
pecially in the economy. For Christian politicians
a strong sense of responsibility is very important.
I think that now responsibility and rationality are
much more valid because to be a responsible and
rational person in the 21st century is to face all
the new challenges which are completely unex-
pected and to make use of reason in a very clear
way but also with a clear system of values. With-
out values, without thinking about dignity and
responsibility, awareness and reason are neces-
sary but not sufficient for actions to have positive
consequences. 
What you are saying is that paradoxically a more respon-
sible use of reason might also involve a great awareness
of things like dignity and compassion and care for others.
So religious faith can actually help strengthen more re-
sponsible forms of reason.
It means that someone who has been educat-
ed with religion and lives according to their reli-
gious faith, then reason and responsibility mean
taking into account the dignity of other persons.
Taking into account the dignity of another person
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is to be responsible for oneself and for others. If
I want to be responsible for someone else, it
means that I should make that person aware of
their own behaviour. In such a manner religion is
important because it shows in a very clear way
why we should treat and love others like our-
selves. Some of us say “just because”. Very often
some colleagues who are not Christians use no-
tions of human dignity. But for them human dig-
nity is something abstract: human dignity means
that a person is important. For us Christians, by
contrast, human dignity is different. A person
does not have dignity because he or she is impor-
tant but because he or she is created according
to another pattern. This is the difference.
You have mentioned that we need reason and responsi-
bility. What would you say about the importance of truth
in political action? Do you see a clear link between no-
tions of truth and political actions? Does politics need
some idea of truth?
Politics is nothing special, it is just an element
of human behaviour like other aspects. It is not
something special. Maybe the methods we use in
politics are similar to certain games. The meth-
ods which are used are very often the repetition
of the game “who wins and who loses”. But in
fact is quite normal in human behaviour. In all
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behaviour truth is the basis. Of course very often
there is a tendency to think about politics which
says that efficiency is the most important goal:
efficiency is much more important than the in-
struments or even much more important than the
truth. In fact, some even suggest that we can
change the truth to reach our goal, that the ob-
jective or end is important, that the more you can
reach the more your means can be forgiven. Of
course this is absolutely wrong, especially in pol-
itics. But if we think that doing politics, being a
politicians or being in the public sphere means a
service vis-à-vis the others, then it means that it
is not possible to serve the others without ap-
pealing to the truth. 
For example, if we think that others are not
clever enough to understand the complexity of
the world and as a politician I am much more
aware of this, then it is equally possible to sug-
gest that I do not want them to understand
everything. So I just hide complex reality from
them because I am responsible for them and so
maybe I can lie from time to time for their good.
Of course that is absolutely immoral and irre-
sponsible. 
And it is not a philosophical matter of asking
“where is the truth?” A Polish politician tends to
use the following, simple expression: “where is
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the truth? The truth is where it is”. The truth is
not just in the middle, some foul compromise.
The truth is where it is. There are no two truths,
or three truths. There is only one. The truth is the
absolute basis for our service vis-à-vis others. So
truth is an absolutely inevitable element of poli-
tics as service and responsible action vis-à-vis oth-
ers. Once we start thinking that the truth is flex-
ible, it is not politics anymore, it is socio-technique
– just using others for different reasons and trying
to explain to myself that all this is for them: “I
am manipulating them but is for them, for their
good, poor guys they do not understand”. This
is delusion, not politics but manipulation.
You said in a speech in Slovenia to a meeting of the Eu-
ropean People’s Party that truth and freedom need each
other. Without truth we cannot be free, just like without
freedom we cannot be true to ourselves or others. Again
you presumably think this apply to all area of human ac-
tivity including politics?
This applies especially in politics because pol-
itics is public behaviour, so the responsibility is
bigger than in the private sphere. Of course in
private it also very important but in public be-
haviour the responsibility of using the right
method is key because it is also an example to
others. Of course we know the expression “the
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truth saves you” but I think that when you really
think about it, freedom is absolutely based on
truth and not on the possibility that there might
be different solutions. Solutions are not the same
as the truth. There are different interpretations
but there is only one truth. The rest is just expla-
nations or interpretations, but they are not meth-
ods of thinking about trying to find the truth. 
Pontius Pilate had doubts, asking “where is the
truth?” But for politicians, it is not about whether
they know the truth but whether they know that
the truth exist. That’s the difference. Maybe I do
not know the truth but I know that the truth exists.
This reference is important. It means that if I am
wrong and the truth is different from what I think
it is, I am responsible to say that I am mistaken.
That kind of behaviour is crucial. 
As you say, politicians may not know the truth but should
not deny that the truth exists. This is also valid in con-
temporary European society that is often decribed as mul-
ticultural. In this context, people always says that “we
cannot have strong common values because there is so
much diversity and pluralism”; Do you think that pre-
serving pluralism and diversity paradoxically needs a
stronger commitment to truth?
Absolutely. It means that the more we want
to understand others, the more we should un-
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derstand our background and our reality. Even
just to co-exist and live with others, it is necessary
to look for the truth together with them, even if
we have different ways of coming to the truth.
Maybe we cannot agree. But in the philosophy
of dialogue it is important to believe that it is
possible that the others would understand me.
It means that I take into account at the beginning
that the other is able to share my views and I am
able to share his views. This kind of opening
means that I am ready to look for the truth with
others even if I do not agree with them about dif-
ferent things and the origins of values. But I am
absolutely aware of approaching the truth with
them or trying to discover it. 
I think that the pluralism in the modern world
is absolutely new. Why? A good example from
Spain: in the 14th and the 15th century in Cordoba
and elsewhere in Andalucia, Muslims, Jewish and
Catholics lived in the same place. What is very
interesting that each of them was obliged to live
with their own system of values. There were three
kinds of judgements and three kinds of system,
and everybody was obliged to live with their own
system of values. Was this pluralism or was it just
coexistence of different systems? I think that to-
day is different, not coexistence but pluralism
and it is much more difficult. How to live with
137
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 137
the others knowing that they have a completely
different way of thinking and values? But know-
ing at the same time that the truth exists and
hoping that they know also that the truth exists
and hoping that one day we could live together?
We could approach the same truth, maybe not
engaging in the same action but pursuing the
common good. Maybe the method would be dif-
ferent.
You have just mentioned the common good, which is my
next question. Can notions of the common good, even if
they come from very different traditions, actually help in
policy-making? Can ideas of the common good inspire
people in EP to come together or it this too abstract?
Of course for some politicians notions such as
the common good are too abstract but I think
that the real origin of the EU is based on the
common good. Without the concept of common
good, trade is just about transaction – different
transactions with different kinds of goods. My
goods compare to your goods; and we can even
agree to exchange them. But I think that the real
origin is the common good. We can be together,
live together with all the problems we face but in
fact we have something which is worth fighting
for – a common good. In this way, it becomes an
interest, but the common interest is not the same
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as the common good. The common interest is a
consequence of the common good, not vice-ver-
sa. The common interest and the common way
of acting (and maybe from time to time common
enemies) mean that agreements should be reach
by different kinds of compromise. This is also a
consequence of recognising the common good
as our shared foundation.
If the common good is the most important,
then we should maybe be more detached from
something which is important for us personally
because it is much more important to have a
common position based on common thinking. In
the social teaching of the Church the priority of
the common good over common interests is
clear. Other ideologies can be seen as far more
sectional and divisive. For some of us and our
colleagues the common interest is much more
important than the common good. But we Chris-
tians do not want to say that they are wrong. To
say that “it is not about a common interest but
about the common good” means that the dis-
cussion would be over before it has properly
started. Therefore it is wiser to try to find some-
thing which is important for all of us. 
The real notion of the common good is always
present in the EP. That in itself is very exceptional.
In the EP we just try to find all the time a genuine
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compromise – not like in national parliaments
where someone wins and someone else loses and
in fact all the time there is a battle about “who
can win and who can lose”. In the EP we have 27
countries, we have a lot of politics about this; all
the time there is a tendency to “try to find a com-
mon solution, a compromise”. It is a very interest-
ing experience because it is not present in national
parliaments. It is completely new, a new quality. 
Unfortunately it is completely unclear for the
inhabitants of Europe. Nobody is transmitting
this to the people because nobody knows how it
works. Everybody is thinking that we have here
two parties, and one party wins, while another
party lose, and all this is normal. No. The EP is
much more based on compromise – compromise
not in a way of surrender or withdrawal but com-
promise as a way of trying to find a common po-
sition. There are some fields where it is impossi-
ble, especially concerning values and the defini-
tion of values. But I think that in economy and
politics is it possible and it works. 
It is interesting what you are saying concerning the dif-
ference between the EP and national parliaments. Is it
still the case that Europe – both as an ideal and concrete
reality – is still very abstract for many citizens? They have
some vague idea, partly because of media, partly because
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of education, partly because of national politics, but or-
dinary European citizens do not really know much about
the real Europe. 
Most of them.
Do you also feel that the concrete ‘ideal reality’ of Europe
will change perceptions over time? Or is it almost in-
evitable that the division between citizens and Europe
will remain and perhaps become deeper?
It is true that there is a real break between the
European polity and the inhabitants of Europe.
Of course we can say that very often the citizens
of Europe do not understand national politics ei-
ther. But this is for different reason because they
do not understand the game. Very often national
politics is about an antagonistic game with very
hidden principles, rules. People do not under-
stand what is going on, “who is killing whom” or
why something is going wrong. In that sense, the
European polity is much simpler than the nation-
al one because it is not just about a battle but
about how people come together and how can
they work to find some kind of common position
or common solution. But this is not very inter-
esting for the media because there is no real ten-
sion or heated atmosphere. 
As far as the perception of Europe is con-
cerned I am optimistic. Why? Because the situa-
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tion around Europe is very complicated. We have
just had to face a world crisis where many of the
consequences have spilled over into Europe.
However, we will face new challenges concerning
different kinds of dangers. For example in Iran
with the problem of extremist Islam or the prob-
lem of China’s growing importance. How will Eu-
rope behave? For the people it will be important.
What about us? What about us as Europeans?
Today we ask what about as the Poles, or the
Spanish or the French, etc.? But the more there
are global challenges, the more awareness will
grow. It will take time but it is absolutely in-
evitable. Either we will have a growing awareness
or all the structures will disappear, which is also
possible. 
I think that the situation will be much more
difficult for individual countries that are faced
with the growing challenges from outside. Very
often we repeat as politicians that we need a “Eu-
rope of results”. People want results. It is not al-
ways true if we assume that the people need that
we will show them only how we spend their mon-
ey. That is a very simplified way of thinking about
citizens. Our fellow citizens are looking for con-
crete results but very often people are also look-
ing for the rationale: “what reason can we derive
from this?”. It is much more complicated than
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just pragmatism. I think that the situation will
change the thinking about Europe. I am sure.
Maybe it will take 20 years but what are 20 years?
You have just said that citizens want more than just con-
crete results, They want some notion of shared purpose.
Does this also mean that in future Europe as a political
culture and as a union of citizens will take greater interest
in religion? Not just religion in general but Christianity
in particular because Christianity does try to provide a
narrative about a shared sense of the truth, freedom, re-
sponsibility? Rather than becoming more divided and
more secular, could the desire for a common purpose
help produce a religious revival in Europe?
This is not clear. I am not sure because the
problem of de-Christianisation is a global one. It
is not something that is typically European. There
are so many different factors that influence this
whole process. Logically, if the people of Europe
will be rational in future, we would be much
more oriented towards a clear vision of the world
that includes religion and is in fact shaped by the
Christian faith. But we are facing different
processes. One is the secularization which is on-
going because many in the western world are
afraid of any limits or norms that can restrict
their life. They see religion and especially Christi-
anity as a limit on their will. They say: “we do not
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want restrictions, we are responsible for our-
selves, we are free and we can assume full respon-
sibility for what we are doing and we do not be-
lieve in life after death”. 
So one process is secularization, the other
problem is the growing importance of another,
much stricter religion. For its followers, Christi-
anity is very weak, it is flexible. Many Muslims say
that “Europe will disappear because you do not
have your norms; people are doing what they
want; there are no norms at all”. The tendency
of not being limited is mirrored by another ten-
dency which is to limit almost everything. Euro-
peans should not destroy our own system that is
facing a much stricter one. But knowing the dif-
ference, we are nevertheless destroying our sys-
tem. This is completely irrational in a sense.
Maybe this is the way to come to the moment
and say that we cannot live like this. It is a kind
of self-destruction. And it is not the problem of
Islam, we are doing it ourselves and we are doing
it to ourselves. Most Muslims do not want to de-
stroy our religion. 
But I think positively because living in hope is
the element of Christian thinking; being Christian
without hope is quite impossible. So think that
sooner or later people decide that we have a very
clear system we can live with – a system that in
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fact can help to live better and in a very open way
because Christianity is very open and it gives a
lot of freedom to people compared with other
systems. I am not sure whether such a revival will
be exclusively or even predominantly religious,
but I think that the responsibility of people who
are linked to religions and their awareness is big-
ger because we want all of us and everyone to
live in a very moral way. This is the problem: how
“not to lose faith and live with the others and
not to destroy our identity at the same time”.
That is of course one of the elements of the think-
ing by Cardinal Scola, which is very, very modern:
“how to live with the others?” and “how to learn
to live with the others not losing our own identity
but trying to change and shape it in the world?”.
Christianity is very modern and very, very chal-
lenging.
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Sylvie Goulard MEP, is elected in the West region of France (Brittany, Poitou Charentes,
Pays de la Loire). She is Coordinator of the Economic and Monetary Affairs Committee
(ECON) for the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE). She was rapporteur
for the legislation creating the European Systemic Risk Board, one of the texts of the “pack-
et” to reinforce European financial supervision following the crisis. She is currently rap-
porteur for one of the texts concerning the improvement of economic governance of the
EU (sanctions applicable to Member States of the eurozone in the event of violation of the
common rules). She is also a substitute member of the Agriculture and Rural Development
Committee (AGRI). In September 2010 Sylvie Goulard was awarded the prize of MEP of
the Year for the ECON committee by The Parliament Magazine (nominations by profes-
sionals working in the sector/vote by MEPs).
After her studies of law, political science and the ENA, Sylvie Goulard began her profes-
sional life serving as a diplomat in the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs (legal department)
and the French Conseil d’Etat. This was followed by a period at the French Policy Planning
Staff (in charge of Franco-German relations and EU matters). She also worked as a Re-
search Associate for the Centre d’études et de recherches internationales (Sciences Po,
Paris). Between 2001-2004 Sylvie was a member of the group of political advisors to Ro-
mano Prodi, President of the European Commission. She teaches at the College of Europe
(Bruges). 
In December 2006 Sylvie was elected President of the European Movement, France and
was re-elected in December 2008 until June 2010. 
Her books include L’Europe pour les Nuls (2007), winner of the European book prize 2009,
Il faut cultiver notre jardin européen (2008), Le Coq et la Perle, 50 ans d’Europe (2007), Le Grand
Turc et la République de Venise (2004 – with a foreword by Robert Badinter, winner of Euro-
pean book prize 2005). She is also co-author with Francis Fontaine and Brune de Bodman,
La Mondialisation pour les Nuls (2010). 
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Would you describe this crisis as exclusively economic
and political or would you also include other dimen-
sions?
May I ask a question first: which crisis? Be-
cause you know there are many different aspects.
On the one hand, you have a financial crisis born
in the United States for very specific reasons: the
way they borrow and invest money, and then this
crisis spread to the rest of the world partly for
reasons linked to the market and partly due to
the way technology is operating. And that is one
aspect. Then you have the crisis inside the Euro
zone which is another one in my opinion. Of
course, the fact that we had faced the financial
crisis has probably contributed to the difficulties
we have in Europe. But in my opinion you have
different reasons, and furthermore you have a
broader crisis; not that of the Euro, not that of
the Euro zone but a crisis of the European dy-
namic. Do you want to focus on a very specific
narrow subject or do you want to open it up a
little bit?
If you want to say something first about the financial and
economic crisis, in particular the two dimension that you
have pointed out: the financial crisis that originated in
the United States and spread to financial markets
around the world, and the crisis in the euro zone. What
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role do factors such as irrational market behaviour or
short-term profit maximisation play?
In the USA it is clear that it has something to
do with profit maximization, even if the broader
context is probably that when you have rising in-
equalities and you want people to keep a certain
standard of living. In that case, you allow them
to borrow and this is one of the aspects that you
could also see in the southern part of the euro
zone, but in a different context. So of course
profit maximization is a major factor, specifically
the fact that people have completely de-connect-
ed risk from the consequence of risk. Moreover,
the appreciation of what is sustainable growth
was not very rational. If you look carefully at
some of the benefits you can get, some invest-
ment funds are not very rational. 
But another element is probably also the fact
that with technologies many people believe that
new machines offer something that was not pos-
sible in the past, because of the unprecedented
liquidity of the market. Technology has played a
crucial role in all this. I do not know if you have
ever heard about high frequency trading and the
fact that some financial tools were not available
20 or 30 years ago, not even 10 years ago. So
this is something we have to keep in mind: the
relation between human beings and technology.
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In the euro zone you really have a moral di-
mension in the actions (or lack of actions) of
many governments. I include France to a certain
extent in this. You have politicians who have
made choices implicitly or explicitly not to adapt
to the changes in the world but to maintain a
certain living standard (droit acquis) by creating
debt. That is a very irresponsible sort of behav-
iour that is not rational at all but instead fo-
cused on the short term, and this is another im-
portant element. You have technology, you have
profit maximisation but you also have the fact
that we are very much involved in short-term
policies in many countries. People do not look
beyond the immediate present, and the first ef-
fect is now something that you can see in Italy
for example with youths in the streets: one gen-
eration has chosen to create debt to finance cur-
rent expenditure and the ones who are going to
pay for that are the people of the next genera-
tion. 
So here you have a very strong moral problem
and at the same time in my opinion one of the
main European problems is now the rise of na-
tionalism that we are seeing everywhere. And it
has probably something to do with the fact that
some big political groups like the Christian De-
mocrats, on one side, and the Socialists on the
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other, who in the past were more international
(l’internationale socialiste or the universality of the
values of the Church), have lost their universal,
cross-border vision of humanity and are more fo-
cused on very national, narrow-minded issues
and defend self-interest. 
I remember the debate in France in 2005
about the so-called ‘Polish plumber’: the left par-
ty used the image of a worker from another coun-
try to scare the people. That’s a big change if you
compare it with Marx. In my opinion the Church
has also lost the view. If you compare the part
dedicated to social issues at the beginning of the
20th century in Catholic social teaching and you
look at what the Church is focusing on now, even
if there is an encyclical element, I am quite sure
that the Church is not exactly playing the role it
should play on social issues.
So is short-termism in economics and politics irra-
tional?
I did not say markets are not rational. I have
not used the word “irrationality” for everything.
You could be cynical and say that short-term be-
haviour is very rational. I can say with John May-
nard Keynes that “in the long run we are all
dead”. If people only look at themselves, they
might be very rational. 
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But given that there is market panic and irrational its
behaviour in the short term, how can we inject more rea-
sonableness or more rationality into economic and polit-
ical processes to secure at least the medium term? What
tools are available to an institution like the EP?
If I knew that, I would try to get it patented!
There are some elements that are nevertheless
useful. I am an elected politician. Part of the
problem of the short-term perspective has to do
with the fact that politicians want to be re-elect-
ed and they lose completely even the medium-
term interest, as you have said. So you have to
combine democracy with technocracy. You have
to make sure that you have an expertise which
is as neutral and as objective as possible. Of
course such knowledge is never 100% reliable,
we are all human beings and therefore fallible.
But on the other hand a strong democracy is
crucial.
Look at the role of the ECB now or look at the
role of the Commission in the past. Unfortunate-
ly I am not sure that the Commission is exactly
playing the role it should be playing, even if there
are many civil servants in the Commission who
are excellent and reliable. You need in the system
people who are capable of giving you neutral
analysis and then you need time for political de-
bate and a political decision, in my opinion there
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has to be a much better dialogue between tech-
nocracy and democracy.
The second element is transparency. The more
transparency you have, the better it is. Let’s take
Greece for example: they had some structural
problems but they have also used accounting
methods there were not 100% reliable (to say it
in a polite way). We all knew it. The problem is
that information that is only in the hands of a
certain amount of people or specialists is not
enough to make the European Union work as it
should work.
Just one word on the Euro zone: when we
agreed on introducing the Euro, we rejected na-
tional currencies and national policies and the
idea that everybody is doing their own business.
But we also rejected the closely related approach
of creating a common government and a com-
mon budget. The whole euro zone was supposed
to rely on national governments acting together
in order to save the common interest and this
year you needed more peer pressure and more
naming and shaming – saying publicly that some-
thing is going very wrong. The fact that everything
is between the Commission and the Council, and
the fact that the Council remains behind closed
doors, contributes to this culture of secrecy and
non-transparency. The finance ministers have
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clearly not delivered what they were supposed to
deliver, which was mutual surveillance (according
to the treaties).
Here I think we should try to have more public
debate. As one of the rapporteur on the new Eco-
nomic Governance package, I am convinced that
at the very least we should make politics a little
bit more transparent and make it possible to
have public debate in the Parliament and in the
public sphere if something is going wrong in one
country. When you look at the press these days,
it is obvious that there is a problem in Portugal
and that they are all refraining from telling the
truth. The Portuguese Government refuses to
look at the reality and they are refusing to play
their role because it is very intrusive, it is not
something that anyone likes. Here we pay the
price for a seemingly irreconcilable contradiction:
by adopting the euro individually we are all in the
same collective boat. National sovereignty does
not exist anymore as it might have existed before.
We have to admit that and we also have to ac-
cept that the other Member States scrutinise our
finances. 
You mentioned some of the institutional, structural
changes. In your own work you have pressed for a greater
supervisory role of the Central Bank and also insisted that
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the European Central Bank chair the new pan-European
macro-prudential supervisory mechanism. What about the
political accountability of certain European institutions?
Because people very often say “well it is fine to have a tech-
nocratic import, but what about their own legitimacy”. Do
you think that more political legitimacy is needed?
May I ask you something very provocative? Why
don’t you ask yourself what exactly the accounta-
bility of the European Council is? The main prob-
lem in the institutional system right now is not the
the so-called lack of accountability of either the
Commission or the ECB. If you look at the way
the Commission is designated and the fact the Eu-
ropean Parliament can sack the Commission any
day, that at least means that if there is huge prob-
lem we could show Mr. Barroso the door. As far
as the ECB is concerned, we have a continuous di-
alogue (at least 4 times a year) with the ECB Pres-
ident Jean-Claude Trichet. I do not have the feeling
that Mr. Trichet is really just floating somewhere,
in Frankfurt or far away from the Parliament. 
My big concern is the European Council.
Some years ago I wrote a book about the Turkish
accession,1 and it is exactly focused on this prob-
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lem: where is the right of the European Council,
behind closed doors, without consulting anyone,
to take such a decision? Of course each of the
members of the European Council is supposed
to be elected in a democratic way and to be ac-
countable in their own country. The problem is
that they are not elected for European policies or
politics. That is always one of the least important
issues during election campaigns. 
Secondly: who is collectively responsible for
decisions they are making? And here you have the
key: I am absolutely convinced that here you have
the main current problem of the European Union
– the fact that when the European Council was
created, it was not supposed to be an institution
but a place where the Heads of State and Gov-
ernment could discuss and exchange views, which
is fine. When you now look at the way Herman
Von Rompuy is working; for example, he chairs
the Task Force on the reform of the euro zone
which is not at his level. I genuinely do not know
why he has done it. Moreover, he says that “I can-
not come to the European Parliament, I refuse to
appear in front of the ECON Committee”, but at
the same he chairs the ECOFIN Council. It is a
mess.
I am concerned because even if someone
says that the problem is that the ECB is too in-
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dependent, the real problem is that the Council
is not accountable. If you look at all the deci-
sions they are taking behind closed doors,
whether on taxation or on the Irish crisis in Oc-
tober when the crisis was really trigged by the
comments – against the expertise of the ECB.
Look at what Lorenzo Bini Smaghi has written
on crisis resolution. Look at what Jean-Claude
Trichet has said during the session of the Euro-
pean Council. 
So you are saying that d isagreem ents that m ight exist
w ith in the Council do not break out in the open because
at the end of the day a ll the d iscussions and negotiations
happen behind closed doors.
We do not know, as they all communicate sep-
arately. When people say that “the Member
States’ governments that compose the Council
are legitimate” I say “yes and no”. If they are le-
gitimate as a body, then they should have one
speaker – one person speaking on behalf of every-
one. They are all going back to their national con-
stituency telling them what they want about what
they have decided. In this sense, the European
Council and the Council of Ministers are hijack-
ing the European Union.
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Do you think that the new post of President of the Coun-
cil has made a positive difference?
I spent a lot of time at the European Conven-
tion as Prodi’s adviser and I remember the dis-
cussions very well. You have two different visions
of the job. One was the big one, the French one,
with the President as the head of the European
Council and the voice of Europe on the global
stage. The other vision is the one we got. This
conception, which is perfectly legitimate, envis-
ages a chairman trying to achieve compromise.
Of course, with 27 member-states, you need
someone who is permanently there and tries to
better coordinate the work of the Council. The
problem is not the person of Mr. Van Rompuy, I
have nothing against him but the job is an im-
possible one because the same Member States
that were involved in the negotiation of the Lis-
bon Treaty simply refuse the authority of the Pres-
ident. Look at the recent Deauville Summit (18th-
19th October 2010) and the agreement between
Chancellor Merkel and President Sarkozy. It was
quite symbolic. They expressed their views on Eu-
ropean Economic Governance on the same day
the task force chaired by President Van Rompuy
was supposed to report. You cannot find a better
signal coming from those Member States that
called for a strong President of the Council. 
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Europe can only work if everyone accepts the
leadership of one person. If you look at the Com-
mission at the level of the G20: it represents only
the small member-states, and the big ones pre-
tend to be there in their own right. I have written
an article on this subject in Le Monde,2 and I really
believe that this is one of the EU’s biggest mis-
takes. Without proper external representation, we
signal to the whole world that we do not believe
in what we are doing within the Union. 
This leads us to questions about common European val-
ues in an enlarged EU and an increasingly globalized
world. What common values do you think can help Eu-
rope recover and extend a common vision and project?
Just take the European Charter of Human
Rights. Only two countries rejected it for internal
political reasons. If the EU had not existed, we
should have invented it – as the saying goes. In my
view, the main reason for which we should fight
together and defend our values is that opponents
to universal rights are really frightened across the
world. Take the Charter of Human Rights, you
have all the political rights: personal rights, indi-
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vidual freedom, safety and political rights since the
18th century. You also have economic and social
rights, you have the abolition of the death penalty
which is probably one of the main characteristics
of Europe if you compare it with other democra-
cies like Japan or the United States.
One of the trickiest questions is that in the his-
tory of Europe you had big movements defending
universalism, as I have said before. First of all,
the Church and, secondly, the socialist move-
ment. To plead for universal values is something
very European, and in fact this is difficult for Eu-
rope because when you are united on something
that is universal you lose national and local par-
ticularity. I am a Catholic but I disagree with the
position of the Church on issues such as equality
and women’s rights. The equality of men and
women is central to Christianity. But at the same
time, in the UN, the Church is making deals with
Saudi Arabia and other countries where the rights
of women are not respected. There is a big prob-
lem for common European values. If there is
something very revolutionary in the Gospel, then
that is the relationship of Jesus Christ with
women, and the Church has completely lost this
dimension. But I am also quite sure that this prin-
ciple of radical equality has contributed to unit-
ing Europeans, as part of Europe’s values derive
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of course from Christianity. Other rights originate
with the French Revolution and the movements
of the 18th and the 19th century. I am quite sure
that Europeans share much more than they be-
lieve, but inside a polity that protects rights and
upholds common values, you never realize just
how fortunate you are.
Europeans really should organize charters for
sceptics from Saudi Arabia, Iran, North Korea.
People simply no longer know the foundations of
their rights and values. Nor do they realize that
many countries in the world are strongly oppos-
ing universalism and trying to defend their system
that portrays universal values as western values
or Christian values. We cannot pretend that there
is not already a certain clash. Emphatically it is
not a clash of civilizations, as Samuel Huntington
suggested. Instead, it is a clash involving a mi-
nority of violent people, either religious extremists
or secular fundamentalists. You have people in
Israel right now who are extremists, you have
people in the Church who are extremists. This is
really worrying because of the growing perception
in the population across Europe. The day you
lose a commitment to genuine universalism you
realize what you have had, but right now Euro-
peans do not sufficiently realize what they have
in common. 
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You have also mentioned at the beginning of the interview
that there is a rise of populism, a rise of the extreme
right and the extreme left. Are we seeing a return to an
ugly past that seemed..
I do not say “a return to the past”. It seems to
be the case that “the beast” is always regenerat-
ing itself in new forms. I would not say that it is
the same as in the past, but we are witnessing
rising nationalism and virulent regionalism in
some countries, yes. 
Do you think that to fight this phenomenon we need not
only concrete actions such as creating jobs and providing
more social justice but also again a stronger discourse on
common values?
Not discourse, acts! Acts according to dis-
course, not discourse alone. One of the main
problems in our societies is the lack of transfor-
mative policies. Let’s take, for example, the rela-
tion with Muslims. I have no sympathy at all for
Islamism but they have a point where they say for
example that the West has not lived up to its own
principles. For instance, what about the number
of women who are beaten? Victims of violence
who are from our countries and have nothing to
do with immigrant communities? Or the fact we
do not have not a respectful environment? There
are many such examples in different fields, and I
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am aware that they are very different but the fact
remains that we do not practice what we preach.
I have participated in Sciences Po’s initiative
called ZEP. It is a project aimed at admitting stu-
dents from disadvantaged backgrounds. Three
years ago, I was on the selection panel, and it
was fascinating because the French believe that
they have an equal society and an equal system.
Of course to a certain extent everybody has the
right to go to school, etc. but the perception of
inequality is so strong in some parts of society
that you cannot deny that what is written in all
the public buildings in France “liberté, egalité, fra-
ternité ”is not exactly true. 
So we do not have to make speeches about it
but we really need to act according to our
speeches. It is exactly the same problem for the
Church, with the very horrible problems of child
abuse. You cannot say one thing and the behave
in a different way. If you have children, you can
understand easily that this is the best way of los-
ing any kind of credibility. I would not say that
we need to make great speeches. Of course we
have to educate, we have to be very serious in the
way we educate and then we have to behave ac-
cording to it.
Let me give you another example. As a result
of my book on Turkey, I have had so many con-
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tacts with Muslims, both in Germany and else-
where. A good friend of mine, who is a sociolo-
gist in Germany and has Turkish origins, tells me
that courts in Germany have accepted that there
is a cultural reason for murdering a young girl be-
cause it was a tradition – so-called honour
killings. But in that case we no longer respect our
own rules. Surely the rules have to be the same
for everyone. 
There are so many examples of mistakes that
we have made in the last years – claiming some-
thing and then doing the contrary. So I do not
want to make great speeches. That is the reason
why I go to see how people are treated in jails. I
am also a member of the parliamentary inter-
group “Fighting against poverty”. If we want to
show that we are sure that rules and values are
universal and for everyone, then we have to enter
in contact with those sections of the population
who feel excluded. Not necessarily excluded on
purpose but excluded in practice. 
So it is really about living according to the values that we
profess and acting according to these values.
Yes. At least we must all try to do so…
So if there is this common body of universal values, how
do we make it a more concrete reality? Is this possible in
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an age that is described as post-ideological, when every-
one is a pragmatist and hardly anyone is really thinking
about fundamental ideas and principles? What else is
required and how else can the EP help this process? You
have mentioned in many of your articles that people are
hardly aware about what happens in the EP.
This is another issue and this is broader than
the question of “what we do”. The national
politicians have not admitted that they have cre-
ated a European Parliament with key powers and
competencies. It’s quite funny. The people who
have negotiated and ratified the Lisbon Treaty
have not acknowledged the EP’s new role. Presi-
dent Sarkozy and Chancellor Merkel exemplify
this stance, and we at the EP have had experience
of this in the discussions and negotiations regard-
ing the new package on supervising banks and
other financial institutions. The EP received pow-
ers from the Member States but they refused to
admit that we are co-legislators, and thus on an
equal footing. But of course it’s a long-term
process and I am sure that we at the EP will win
in the long run.
I am not very pessimistic at all because if you
look at the history of parliaments you always
have absolute executive power which refuses to
be accountable and is eventually overthrown by
parliament. The only question is that I do not
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know whether we’ll have two centuries to do so,
like the British, or if we adopt a French ap-
proach…
… that consists in chopping off heads...
But the British did that first! I have the im-
pression that education could be much better in
so many respects. I do not want to engage in
propaganda, but I would like people to have the
opportunity to know what is in the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights. The young generation
needs to face the reality about the clash of uni-
versalism and particularism. We can also learn
from the different churches that we have in Eu-
rope that respect each other. If you look at many
of the messages coming from the Jewish tradition
or the Christian or even the Muslim, you can find
some important elements in common, for exam-
ple charity. But it is not very easy to make such
similar points to a wider audience because now
you have an overload of information coming
from internet, television, etc., Our societies are
materialistic, short-term and very individualistic.
So it is not very easy to make sure that everybody
at some point in their life can grapple with these
kinds of questions. 
If I may, I recommend to everyone who is in-
terested in these questions of universal values and
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principles the excellent report written by the
working group for the COMECE on the 50th an-
niversary of the Rome Treaty. It was a working
paper written by some great Europeans who have
tried to unearth and describe what is Christian
in the European Union and what are the Chris-
tian values that have shaped Europe. The very in-
teresting choice they have made was not to focus
on the classical rights or on the question of hu-
man life but instead to highlight the influence of
Christianity in general and of Catholicism in par-
ticular on the project itself: reconciliation, cross-
border cooperation, financial transfers to poorer
countries, etc. They concluded that it was much
more important to focus on practices than to
plead for the inclusion of Christian principles in
treaties. In short, it is more important to live and
act according to Christian principles than simply
to claim to. If I remember well, Pope John Paul II
was not very happy about this position, but I am
quite sure that the authors of this report are
right. It is the best paper I have ever read about
specific European values. 
So values such as solidarity and subsidiarity applied in
practice…
Yes. People say that the EU is a political and
cultural laboratory and a unique way of applying
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some values concretely. First was reconciliation.
The choice made after the Second World War
was absolutely clear, I have written a book on the
vision of the founding fathers,3 and it is clear that
they have reflected on what went wrong in the
19th century and in the 1920s. There were people
in France and elsewhere who were convinced that
the Versailles Treaty would destroy Germany and
Austria and that there would not be lasting
peace. After 1945, they said that we needed to
help rebuild Germany and to create a real sense
that we live in a truly common house. And they
got the result. 
If you compare what Alcide De Gasperi wrote
when he was in jail, what Spinelli wrote in jail,
what Robert Schuman wrote in jail, what Jean
Monnet was thinking while in the United States
etc., it is very significant that they all came to the
same conclusion. It is very interesting because
they had the same experience in the post-1919
era, but after 1945 they tried to conceive some-
thing different. At least it has been working for
60 years.
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Would you say that in an age of greater cultural plural-
ism, the founding values of reconciliation or solidarity
paradoxically help EU to move forward and shape the
future rather than reacting to events?
I am absolutely convinced that the problem is
that you have to deliver a clear, consistent blend
of both words and deeds. You cannot just com-
municate this; you cannot ask a communication
or PR agency to run a campaign on European
values. If I was the President of the EP, I would
invite the whole the Parliament to go to Verdun.
For the people who for example refuse to go to
Strasbourg: you can refuse to go to Strasbourg
thinking that it is too expensive but at least you
have to know why the EP goes to Strasbourg, and
the problem is now that many people simply do
not know why we go to Strasbourg. If you are
from Ireland or Finland, you do not exactly look
at Europe in the same way as the founding fa-
thers did. But nevertheless this is one of the
achievements of Europe.
And the only positive thing in the current crisis
is that France and Germany are essentially on the
same page, even if there are many criticisms on
both sides. The day this is no longer the case, I
do not know how long Europe is going to last. I
have had the opportunity to meet so many peo-
ple who were engaged in the Franco-German re-
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lationship, even during the war. Look at Joseph
Rovan; he was in the concentration camp of
Dachau which he left in February 1945. He could
have said “I have seen enough Germans in my
life”. In September 1945, he wrote a fantastic text
“L’Allemagne de nos mérites”, explaining that we will
have the Germany we deserve. The evolution of
Germany will depend not only on the Germans
but also on ourselves. Of course I had the chance
to discuss with him and with people who have
experienced Franco-German reconciliation and
the effects on Europe. This could be communi-
cated much better than it currently is, but never-
theless we should do it. I have experienced some-
thing interesting with my children: I do not know
anyone who is not transformed when they hear
about post-1945 reconciliation.
The long division between east and west, which continues
to shape European mentalities, is another case where this
applies, isn’t it?
This is exactly what I wanted to say. Look for
example at the role that Katyn is playing between
Poland and Russia. I am always amazed by the
fact that a completely artificial split of Europe is
in virtually everyone’s head. The generations that
made Europe, if you look at what Schuman
wrote, were convinced that the east-west division
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was artificial. Now in France or elsewhere you
have so many people who look at the new eastern
European Member States and ask “are they really
Europeans?” This shows that we are all victims
of a very strong ideology. Once again it is through
culture that we can overcome this mental divide.
For example, we could explain that Don Giovanni
was created in Prague or that St. Petersburg was
built by Italians. Even with Russia we have some
very strong cultural links which many people have
completely forgotten about.
Very often it is ideology rather than politics that gets in
the way…
You also have the consequences of totalitari-
anism in Central and Eastern Europe. I have ob-
served it with some colleagues in the EP. Some
of them have become ultra-liberal because they
consider EU rules and regulations as something
unacceptable even after they have joined the
Union. You know that one of Romano Prodi’s
favourite rhetorical questions – in response to
those people from Europe’s east who would say
that “we have suffered a dictator, we do not want
to have the same from Brussels” – “could you tell
me the date of your accession request to the
USSR?”. Here is the fundamental difference: if
you have signed the Treaty and you want to stay
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in the EU, that’s fine. If you want to leave the
Union, the door is open for you. No one is a pris-
oner of the EU in the EU. Jerzy Buzek, the current
President of the EP has spent the longest part of
his life under Communist rule. But I am absolute-
ly confident that the new generations are going
to look at Europe very differently. Even in Ger-
many, after 20 years, you still feel a difference be-
tween east and west, so it takes time. There are
also some countries in which there is a divide be-
tween north and south, after 150 years of unity. 
Will it get worse before it gets better? In term of the
growing divide between the core and periphery countries
of the euro zone or the rise of nationalism…
To be honest I do not know. You know that in
life you never know what is going to happen. Of
course there are some warning elements right
now on the agenda, but I do not know whether
that means that things will get worse. I am really
convinced that we always prepare for the future
looking backwards. For example, the ECB is so
proud to fight inflation; it is an important lesson
of the past but what are the current challenges? 
What I am trying to do here is to do my job.
Going back to your concrete question “what can
the EP do?”, it seems to me that it is worth look-
ing at what we have tried to do for the Swift
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Agreement. The first version of the Swift Agree-
ment with USA clearly violated European rights.
Whether people like it or not, the battle in the
Parliament was not easy. There was so much
pressure from the USA and from elsewhere. But
the EP stuck to its guns and gave a strong signal
to the US authorities – not an unfriendly message
but one that says that we believe in our own rules
and the values they embody. And I am quite sure
that they – and others – are going to respect us
more now than otherwise would have been the
case. 
We have done it for the Roma. France bluntly
violated the rules and France has always been the
country calling not just for a single market but
also for a community of values. The French gov-
ernment had the community of values and in the
case of the Roma they seemed to dislike it. But it
was our job to hold them to the rules and I think
we were right. And we will do it again. I hope that
we will do it with Hungary in relation to the new
media law. We certainly tried to do so with Italy
last year on its media law, and we lost it because
the vote was tied. We will continue. In some
ways, the EP’s record is not mighty, and we are
not well-known. But to act decisively as we have
done recently is the only way to get more credi-
bility. 
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One of the themes that lingers in the background of all
this is the place of religion in European politics. What
lessons does your experience carry for the Church and
for Christians across Europe?
The only thing that I can say as a person is
that religion is distinct from politics and that the
Church’s independence from the state is a good
thing for both. I am not in a position to say to
the Church what it has to do or not. Even if we
have the impression that we are living in a world
where difficult messages do not filter through, I
would say that the Church has the huge adven-
ture of pertaining to the heavenly realm of eter-
nity, not the earthly realm of temporality. I am
not joking. The Church is the only institution with
a genuinely long-term vision. This is the first ele-
ment and the first reason why the Church can
play this role: because it is not interested in the
next election, it is not involved in politics and it
should not be involved in daily politics. At the
same time, the Church needs to modernise if its
principles are going to resonate more strongly
again in the contemporary world.
The problem is not to know whether such or
such a group of people are called at this time the
socialists or the liberals but rather to stick to
these two principles. First, the principle of eternity
and, secondly, the imperative of modernising. On
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the other hand, this sounds like a contradiction.
I can tell you that I have spoken at the “Semaines
Sociales” in France, to a public of more than 3000
people. I have always received so much support
when I simply say that the Church should stop
looking at sexual issues as if they are the most
important ones. People don’t care, don’t listen
and don’t obey. 
But when the Church is taking strong and ro-
bust positions on issues like poverty, equality, de-
fence of the planet as God’s creation, then you re-
ceive wide, strong support even from people who
are not believers. In my opinion, the current struc-
ture of the Church is completely obsolete. What
other institution in the world would work under
that kind of hierarchy? In any institution in the
world there is a constant need to renew and to
modernize. At the same time, the message of the
Church is one of the most modern you can imag-
ine. You take the Gospel and you look at the prom-
ise right now. The way Christ has completely de-
stroyed all the barriers of his time between religions
and social groups is revolutionary. The way he en-
franchised people who were marginalised or ex-
cluded. You have here many issues and discussions
that concern our societies. I cannot understand
how an institution that has such a modern and
revolutionary message could become so closed…
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This very interesting because it shows that the message
and the values stand – even if the institution itself can
be dysfunctional…
Yes. But not underplay the second part of my
message. And when the Church is really acting
for human beings, then the ‘ownership’ can be
broader than the institution of the Church itself,
which is exactly the message of the Gospel. Here
we are concrete and if people take you seriously,
then you have influence. It is exactly the same in
this parliament: you can only have influence if
you work, if you are credible and reliable. Be-
cause here in the EP there are so many barriers:
nobody knows you exactly and if you try just to
defend what you are, you are ineffective and po-
litically damaged goods. But if you enter into a
logic of the common good or the common inter-
est and you are seen to be serving the common
interest, then you are more respected. 
So in a sense you feel that the Parliament is the most
European institution….
I would not say that it is the institution itself
which makes the EP the best equipped to play
this role. I would not like to judge the people in-
side other institutions. Who I am to do so? In
fact, I began my career working for the Council
of Foreign Affairs Minister and I also worked for
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Romano Prodi in the Commission. Everywhere
you can find people who at least try to act as Eu-
ropeans. 
Here you have two elements: the first is that
you have really to be crazy to be here in the EP.
It’s a fantastic life, but at the same time you have
many constraints – you are travelling all the time,
you are not at home, you take the risk to be com-
pletely forgotten. If you want to have a career,
do not choose European matters because in that
case you are far away from the real decision-mak-
ers, etc. So here you have many people who are
members of the EP because they believe in it.
Some of those will not have a bright future be-
cause it is really a choice you pay for. 
The second element is that we have increased
power because, as I have said, there was this ten-
dency. If you look at all the treaty changes in the
last 20 years, they are all in favour of the Euro-
pean Parliament. But for many people in the
Member States, this is a kind of theory or “it’s
nice that the EP is more powerful”. The Germans
have something very concrete in mind, but some
other countries are unclear. For example, the
French often do not know what the EP is. Now
we have lot of powers and the Member States
will certainly realize what they have done. In Paris
nobody realizes that we are now going to decide
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in co-decision. It is exactly like the enlargement:
you have very nice speeches such as “it’s about
peace, it’s the end of the Cold War”, etc. And
then they suddenly discover that “Oh…now we
have people from Lithuania, Slovakia and else-
where in the EU”. 
The Lisbon Reform Treaty creates closer links with na-
tional parliaments. Might that change both the EP’s per-
ception and its real influence?
I do not know. To be honest, I consider it a
very big step in theory and an important one in
principle. But the question is as follows: are peo-
ple going to work with us or not? And I remem-
ber the Convention: the majority of the Members
of the European Convention came from national
parliaments. That’s a fact that is always ignored.
They were really “socialised” through the process.
I remember that when the MEPs arrived – I was
not an MEP at that time, as I was working with
Romano Prodi – they completely dominated the
scene. What we have experienced is that those
who came from national parliaments were a very
small minority. We will only win the battle if and
when in the national parliaments of Europe con-
sider Europe as an issue for everybody. What we
have experienced until now is that this is not the
case. 
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And what I said before is that I do not say that
the EP has to control the European Council. But
the problem is this: to whom or to which institu-
tion is the European Council accountable? Where
is the European dimension of the Council? Where
is the cross-border dialogue? If we do not answer
this question, it won’t work in the long run. 
Let me conclude. The lesson of the crisis is the
following one: we have to be more serious with
budgetary discipline and with macro-economic
convergence. This means that actually, like it or
not, if we are serious we have to take decisions
on common things like salaries, revenues, social
protection, pensions, trade etc. There are very
many issues that remain national which require
some common action. I would not say that we
need to harmonise all these areas of policy-mak-
ing, that is not the purpose. If you have to go so
far as to say to the Italians “well…your last law is
not enough” or to the Germans “your policy on
trade unions is not in the European interest”,
then you need to have democratic accountability.
If not, then you will have Members States saying
that “I do not care” – exactly as France and Ger-
many did in 2003. 
Once again, it’s really a matter of experience.
Our experience is already that it does not work if
we are not more intrusive and here the national
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parliaments are completely afraid. They are partly
responsible for the crisis, at least in the case of
France. Each year they have voted for a budget
which was heavily unbalanced and now they pre-
tend to be sovereign. And if I were Spanish, Ital-
ian or Portuguese, I would not trust national
elites. Even in the UK if you look at the way the
previous government spent money and money…
If we want to be a little bit cynical, they have not
even acted in the national interest – if you think
that the national interest is not only short term. 
Is it the case that mutualisation is not the same as com-
munitarisation and that mutualism is the great untried
alternative for the Union?
Would you call the Lisbon Strategy a variant
of mutualisation? Because it was a complete fail-
ure, and one of the reasons why it was is because
that we were too cautious in terms of structural
reforms. We have to be less polite, more intrusive
and to make clear publicly who is meeting the re-
quirements and who is not. Of course, those
countries which do must help those who make
some mistakes. The purpose is not to crush any-
one. 
If you look at Greece right now, then it is the
case that – although the changes demanded by
the IMF and the ECB are very intrusive – the pop-
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ulation is so calm. The people are not reacting
so negatively. Right now many Greeks would re-
duce corruption if they could… The same goes
for Italy or France. If, for example, we could re-
duce unemployment taking the right measures,
then we would receive greater public, popular
support. That is what people are asking for. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, Europe was in some
measure a beacon of modernity, but it is not al-
ways the case anymore. One part of our job
should be to help Europe fulfil that role again.
We did it for example for the environment, espe-
cially with the influence of northern countries.
Germany has also had positive effects on France
in relation to environmental issues. We have
learnt a lot from them and without that in Eu-
rope we would not be so far advanced. Thank
you.
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ASSET – Alta Scuola Società Economia e Teologia
ASSET is the acronym for Alta Scuola di Società, Economia e
Teologia, the School for Advanced Studies on Society, Econ-
omy and Theology. ASSET is the think tank and research
institute of the Studium Generale Marcianum, promoted
by the grand Chancellor Card. Angelo Scola, Patriarch of
Venice.
ASSET was conceived as a means of fostering new inter-
pretative frameworks for the study of contemporary polit-
ical, socio-economic and cultural reality. From a perspec-
tive of pluralism, ASSET investigates pressing problems and
key issues in plural societies . The inter- and trans-discipli-
nary ethos that ASSETS promotes is aimed at making con-
nections between the domains of politics, economics, law,
philosophy and religion. 
ASSET is committed in making it possible the interaction
among different disciplines and forms of knowledge in or-
der to investigate attentively the reality as a whole, and
overcoming the fragmentation of the knowledge produced
by Modernity. We believe that this cultural effort is a nec-
essary for the development of the social, institutional and
economical areas of the Italian and European society, in
relation to the global context.
ASSET’s main characteristic is the effort of the international
board of professors and practitioners in order to translate
the scientific results into best practices in the economic,
political and social sphere.
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ASSET’s research agenda is set by the demand of analysis
and cultural elaboration coming from the contemporary
pluralistic public space. ASSET supports and organizes re-
search projects, international summer school and events.
The research programs  focus on:
• Culture religion and democracy
• Plural society, secularism and identity
• Welfare policies
• Immigration, rights and identity  
• Plural society and reform of Law 
• Economy, Governance and institutions 
Board and scientific network:
Grand chancellor: Cardinal Angelo Scola
President: Mons. Brian Edwin Ferme
Director: Alberto Peratoner
Scientific secretary: Michela Sterpini
Scientific network: Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im - Margaret
Archer - Guy Bédouelle - Sergio Belardinelli - Simona
Beretta - Francesco Botturi - Guido Cazzavillan - Giuseppe
Comotti - Francesco D’Agostino - Elisabetta De Septis -
Chantal Delsol - Pierpaolo Donati - Roberto Gatti - Robert
George - Giuseppe Goisis - Paolo Gomarasca - Paolo Grossi
- Ottfried Hoeffe - Henri Hude - Sergio Lanza - Alain
Mattheuuws S J - John Milbank - Cesare Mirabelli - Aniceto
Molinaro - Ignazio Musu - Juan Manuel Nougues - David
Novak - Angelika Nussberger - Paolo Pagani - Massimo Pa-
pa - Giuliano Petrovich - Nicola Petrovich - Andrea Pin -
Gabriel Richi Alberti - Giovanna Rossi - Rafael Rubio de
Urquia - Francesco Salamini - Giovanni Salmeri - Steve Sch-
neck - Giuliano Segre - Carlo Soave - Stefano Solari -
Robert Spaemann - Giovanni Trabucco don (CD) - Réal
Tremblay C.Ss.R. - Lorenza Violini - James Q. Whitman
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Branch office:
Dorsoduro 1 30123 Venezia
info.asset@marcianum.it
http://asset.marcianum.it
t: +39 041 2743 911/969/935
f: +39 041 2743 998
With the support of Fondazione di Venezia
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ASSET PUBLICATIONS
I nuovi diritti dell’uomo – Le sfide della società plurale, An-
drea Pin (edited by). Contributors: F. D’Agostino,
C. Delsol, R.P. George, A.A. An-Na‘im, F. Pizzetti,
A. Scola, L. Violini, 2012.
Uomo-Polis-Economia, G. Richi Alberti (edited by). Con-
tributors: S. Cazzanelli, A. Enzo, G. Goggi, L. San-
donà e C. Volpato, 2007.
Al cuore dell’umano. La domanda antropologica 1. G. Richi
Alberti (edited by). Contributors: A. Ales Bello, S.
Cazzanelli, G. Goggi, B. Hidber, G. Salmeri, L. San-
donà e R. Tremblay, 2007.
Sentieri dell’umano. La domanda antropologica 2. G. Richi
Alberti (edited by), Sentieri dell’umano. Contribu-
tors: J. M. Blanch, Nougués, C. Mirabelli, A. Enzo,
F. Salamini, L. Sandonà, G. Segre, C. Soave e C.
Volpato, 2007.
Sul buon governo. G. Richi Alberti (edited by). Contrib-
utors: S. Belardinelli, F. Botturi, G. Gerez Kraemer,
G. Goisis, S. Lanza, M. Martínez, Sospedra, C. Re-
galia, F. Reviglio, G. Rossi, 2008.
187
The good Life_Layout 1  18/07/11  14.14  Pagina 187
Ripensare il bene comune. G. Richi Alberti (edited by).
Contributors: H. hude, A. Mattheeuws, J. L. Brey
Blanco, 2009.
Ragione e fede. G. Goggi. Presentation by A. Peratoner,
2009.
Alle fonti dello sviluppo. G. Richi Alberti (edited by).
Contributors: S. Beretta, G. Cazzavillan, G. Fioren-
tini, E. herr, L. Ribolzi e O. Vara, 2009.
Quale bioetica? Le domande sulla vita e la civiltà della tecnica.
L. Sandonà. Presentation by C. Cannizzaro, 2010.
Pensare la società plurale. G. Richi Alberti (edited by).
Contributors: P. Donati, O. höffe, D. Novak, G.
Richi Alberti, R. Rubio de Urquía, S. F. Schneck e
Scola, 2010.
Sguardi sulla società plurale. M. Sterpini (edited by). Con-
tributors: A. Barzaghi, S. Belardinelli, F. Botturi,
M. L. Conte, E. De Septis, A. Enzo, G. Gerez Krae-
mer, G. Goisis, J. J. Marco Marco, S. Lanza, G. La-
padula, F. Longoni, A. Peratoner, A. Pin, G. Rossi,
E. Sabatini, Le. Sandonà, Lu. Sandonà, C. Soave,
E. Terzi, R. Tremblay, O. Vara e J. Vilarroig Martí,
2010.
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